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        Immortal Druid

    
    
    
    
                There are fates worse than death. Like being isekai’d.

The silver lining? I woke up in the body of my max-level Druid from Legacy World Online. It was an expansion and a new meta. The problem? I’d clearly landed in the wrong genre. Flying swords, qi beams, arrogant young masters… Yeah, I figured I could just ignore all that and mind my own business. Vibing in the woods, pursuing the Dao of Camping? It didn’t sound half bad.

But my new isekai wasn’t what it appeared to be. There was nothing cozy or easy about this world. And sometimes, our greatest enemy is ourselves.

Because there are fates worse than death…

…and I might already be living one.

            

    
        001 Wrong Genre

    
    
    
    
                I leaned back in my creaky gaming chair and crushed the empty energy drink can in my fist. My eyes stayed glued to the screen, admiring my masterpiece bathed in the monitor’s glow. A silver-haired elven druid stood triumphantly atop a mountain of loot.


Name: Nevle Drol Diurdhcra Race: Elf 
Class: Druid 
Level: 999



The name was still painfully edgy, even after all these years. But what could I say? I’d been a cringy, dramatic high school kid when I created him.

I had just finished soloing the final boss of the Sacred Mielkerol Grounds. It was an absolute monstrosity of a dragon with silver scales, two gaping maws, and six glowing blue eyes that spat death in unpredictable patterns. The beast had killed me over a hundred times before I finally brought it down. A golden announcement flashed across the screen:

[Solo Raid Achievement Unlocked: Slayer of the Starbright Dragon of Neverdust]

“Weekends really are the best,” I muttered with a tired grin.

I’d been grinding nonstop since Friday night. Three straight days with barely any sleep. My body was screaming for rest, especially since I still had work in the morning. My stomach growled loudly, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything real in hours.

“A quick trip to the convenience store won’t hurt,” I told myself. “Grab some food, come back, squeeze in one more hour, then actually sleep.”

I dragged myself out of the apartment and shuffled toward the nearest 24-hour store. The whole way there, my mind wandered. Bills, student loans, mortgage payments? They all vanished the moment I logged into Legacy World Online. The game’s brutal difficulty had hooked me harder than anything else in my life. Every raid, every dungeon, every impossible boss felt like a genuine escape from the soul-crushing grind of reality. Sometimes, I daydreamed about quitting everything and living off-grid, just camping in the woods like those YouTube survival shorts I kept watching. I didn’t know the first thing about actual survival, but I figured I could learn.

I bought two cups of noodles and a hotdog on a bun. I squeezed way too much ketchup and mayonnaise on it, then took a messy bite as I walked back home under the dim streetlights.

That sloppy, sleep-deprived decision was the last mistake I would ever make.

The ten-wheeler truck came out of nowhere. One second I was chewing, the next I was flying through the air. The impact was brutal. As my body slammed into the pavement and the world went dark, my final, pathetic thought was…

“At least my druid is max level.”

Ugh. So lame.

Then everything faded.

…

..

.

In the darkness, something ancient and vast stirred.

“I am Nevle Drol Diurdhcra!” a powerful voice boomed through my soul. “The mightiest of druids, keeper of balance, and the one who hears the Voice of the World!”

Memories that weren’t mine, yet somehow were, flooded my mind like a raging river.

What had once felt like mere cinematic cutscenes now felt viscerally real.

I remembered standing atop the World Tree Yggdrasil as thousands of players cheered below me. I had led the final raid against the Void Sovereign, channeling the combined might of every elemental spirit to seal the rift that threatened to devour the entire server. My silver hair whipped wildly in the storm of mana as I raised my staff, glowing with verdant light.

Campaigns that should have remained just stories became my stories.

I recalled the Siege of Eldervein, where I single-handedly grew an impenetrable forest wall overnight to protect the allied forces from the demon horde. The War of the Falling Stars, when I dueled the fallen celestial Soranyr Woenhile for three days and three nights beneath a blood-red sky until the angel finally fell.

There were quieter moments too: walking through moonlit glades while communing with the World Spirit, healing entire villages devastated by plague with a single wave of my hand, and befriending legendary spirit beasts that no one else could approach.

Even the side quests I used to find mundane or boring now carried weight. And the PvP battles… those felt especially real now. I had dueled arrogant sword saints who mocked the “weak nature mage,” only to watch their prized techniques wither before the overwhelming power of primal nature itself.

The DLC and expansions flooded in next. I had negotiated with dragon kings, outsmarted trickster gods, and restored balance to lands corrupted by forbidden magic.

Every raid. Every world event. Every hard-fought victory and bitter defeat. They all felt real! The exhaustion after a 72-hour raid, the thrill of discovering a hidden grove that granted new abilities, the quiet satisfaction of watching a corrupted forest bloom again under my care.

The line between player and character blurred completely.

I wasn’t just controlling Nevle anymore.

I was Nevle!

The mightiest druid to ever walk the realms. The one who had reached the absolute peak of power. The Voice of the World itself whispered in my ears, ancient and comforting.

As suddenly as it began, the flood of memories slowed.

…

..

.

I opened my eyes with a sharp gasp.

“What in the world…?”

Soft grass tickled the back of my neck. A gentle breeze carried the scent of wildflowers and rich earth. Above me stretched an endless blue sky with a single warm sun shining down.

I sat up slowly and examined my hands. Long and elegant fingers with faint glowing runes lit up across the skin when I focused. My silver hair spilled over my shoulders like liquid moonlight. I reached up and touched my ears. They were long and sharply pointed.

“No way…”

I was wearing the same flowing robes and light leather armor my character had always worn: the legendary set Garments of the World Listener. In my right hand rested my staff, its crystal orb pulsing softly with living energy.

I lay there in the grassy field for a long moment, staring at the sky, feeling the real warmth of the sun on my skin, the gentle rustle of leaves in the distance, and the faint, constant whisper of the World itself in the back of my mind.

“Okay…” I whispered. My voice was now smooth and melodic, carrying an otherworldly resonance that definitely wasn’t mine before. “What are the chances this is exactly what I think it is?”

A small, disbelieving laugh escaped my lips.

Because deep down, I already knew the truth.

I was no longer the tired, overworked gamer who got hit by a truck.

I was Nevle Drol Diurdhcra.

Level 999 Druid.

And this world… was now my new reality.

“Fuuuuudge…”

I wasn’t unfamiliar with the isekai genre. I’d dare say I was quite genre-savvy. After all, sneaking chapters of webnovels between spreadsheet columns had been my favorite way to kill time at the office.

I propped myself up with my staff and took a deep breath of the fresh, mana-rich air. Time to test the waters.

“Inventory,” I said clearly.

Nothing happened.

“Item Box… Store… System Interface…”

Still nothing. No blue windows, no floating panels, no helpful robotic voice.

I even tried whispering, “Voice chat, party channel,” like an idiot, then immediately felt embarrassed.

“Forget it,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck. “Of course it wouldn’t be that easy.”

No game menu. No fast travel. No convenient system to guide me. If this were the isekai treatment, I had been dropped straight into the actual world of Legacy World Online without any player conveniences.

Strangely, I didn’t feel scared. Not even nervous. The memories of Nevle Drol Diurdhcra now lived inside my head as if they had always belonged there. If a fight broke out, I was confident I would come out on top without much trouble. Even stranger was the deep, unshakable certainty that this wasn’t a dream. Something fundamental inside me had shifted the moment I woke up in this body.

I looked up at the clear sky and called out, half-jokingly, “Nevle, if you’re still out there somewhere… mind enlightening me why this is happening?”

Only the wind answered.

I sighed. “Well… I don’t really know what’s going on, but thank you for the second chance, I guess.”

I flexed my fingers and rolled my shoulders. The strength flowing through this elven body was incredible. Even without tapping into my full druid powers, my raw physical stats felt through the roof. I could probably make a very comfortable living here if I played my cards right.

Thoughts of an outdoor life strangely appealed to me at the moment.

“Now, what am I supposed to do?” I wondered aloud.

Finding civilization seemed like the most logical first step.

I closed my eyes and recalled the old lore description of the druid class from Legacy World Online. As a lore nerd who had sunk thousands of hours into the game, I remembered it well: the power system revolved around mana, an imaginary energy described as a wavelength leaking in from another dimension.

But when I reached out with my senses now, the mana around me felt… different. Not like a smooth wavelength at all. It felt like countless tiny particles dancing in the air, vibrant and alive.

Interesting. Maybe the time period or the state of the world has changed?

I didn’t overthink it. Instead, I drew in the surrounding mana particles according to the instincts now etched into my soul.

“Wild Shape: Eagle.”

Power surged through me. My body dissolved into green motes of light and reformed instantly.

I leaped into the air as a majestic silver-feathered eagle, wings spread wide. The signature ability of the druid class lived up to its reputation. In this avian form, my mobility and senses skyrocketed. The world below sharpened into crystal clarity thanks to my boosted stats and the eagle’s naturally keen eyesight.

I circled higher, scanning the landscape. It didn’t take long before I spotted a clump of humanoid figures in the distance. A village.

Maintaining a safe altitude, I glided closer.

The clothing style of the people below looked nothing like the Western high-fantasy fashion I remembered from Legacy World Online. Flowing robes with intricate embroidery, jade ornaments, and sword sheaths at their waists. It screamed Eastern cultivation world more than a medieval RPG. I wondered what kind of village this was, because no normal village could equip every villager with a sword, right? Or maybe I was just reading the situation wrong.

Just outside the village walls, a loud commotion was unfolding.

“Draw your sword!” a young man in extravagant azure robes shouted, pointing dramatically. “I will prove to you that the swordsmanship of the Steel Sky Sect is superior!”

The other youth, dressed in white and gold, sneered arrogantly. “You are courting death! This Young Master of the Serenity Cliff Sect shall show you whose swordsmanship is truly superior!”

I nearly lost control of my wings mid-flight.

Eh? Eh?!

Two arrogant young masters yelling about sects and superior swordsmanship? In a world that was supposed to be Legacy World Online?

Am I in the wrong genre or something?!

            

    
        002 Young Masters and Face-Slapping 101

    
    
    
    
                I stayed aloft in my eagle form, wings beating steadily against the warm air. It didn’t bother me that my staff and robes had mysteriously vanished the moment I transformed. That was simply how Wild Shape worked in the game, and I wasn’t about to start questioning convenient mechanics now. What did bother me was how exactly had I ended up in this world? I knew I should be panicking about the whole “truck-kun isekai” situation, but this genre mismatch felt far weirder.

Below me, the two young masters were still posturing like characters straight out of a cultivation novel.

“I am Xing Ning, disciple of the Steel Sky Sect and devoted follower of the Tempest Steel Sword Art!” the one in azure robes declared loudly, puffing out his chest. “A Qi Condensation practitioner of the seventh stage. This sword of mine was forged from a thousand-year-old Deepsea Iron, measuring three chi and seven cun long, weighing exactly forty-two jin. It has already claimed victory in thirteen out of twenty duels!”

The other youth sneered and stepped forward, his white-and-gold robes fluttering dramatically.

“And I am Guo Yimu, disciple of the Serenity Cliff Sect, wielder of the Tranquil Feather Sword Art!” he announced with equal arrogance. “Also a Qi Condensation practitioner of the seventh stage. My blade was crafted from Starfall Meteorite Iron, three chi and two cun in length, weighing thirty-eight jin. It has triumphed in fourteen out of twenty-one duels!”

I nearly lost altitude. Seriously? They were even doing full weapon introductions like it was some kind of tournament arc. Another thing that threw me off was how effortlessly I understood their language. It probably had something to do with the Voice of the World ability baked into Nevle’s soul. At least, the universal translator was working.

I racked my brain, trying to recall everything I knew about the xianxia genre from the webnovels I used to sneak-read at work. Cultivation realms… Qi Condensation sounded familiar, but the rest of the stages were fuzzy. Foundation Establishment? Core Formation? It was all blending together now that it was suddenly real.

The two hot-blooded youths didn’t waste any more time on introductions. They drew their swords and lunged at each other.

From my vantage point in the sky, I watched the duel unfold while also observing the small crowd that had gathered at the edge of the village. A handful of villagers, though calling them that felt wrong, stood watching with keen interest. Their fine silk robes, jade accessories, and visible weapons suggested they were cultivators too. Simple peasants didn’t usually walk around adorned like minor sect disciples.

Excited voices drifted up to my sharp eagle ears.

“Ten spirit stones on Xing Ning! His Tempest Steel Sword Art is unstoppable up close!”

“Nah, I’m betting on Guo Yimu. That guy’s footwork is on another level.”

“I heard this whole duel started because they both got rejected by the same girl from the village, some beauty named Li Qing or something.”

“Heh, typical. Two young masters fighting over a woman again. Pathetic.”

“Twenty stones says Guo Yimu finishes it in under thirty moves!”

The duel itself was undeniably flashy. They were drawing in the ambient energy—mana, I would have called it back in the game, but here it was probably called qi or spiritual energy. The mismatch kept messing with my head.

Xing Ning’s style was wild and heavy. Every swing of his sword came with a loud whooshing sound, like a steel tempest tearing through the air. Guo Yimu, by contrast, moved with lithe, graceful precision, his blade dancing like a feather on the wind.

I didn’t know the first thing about real swordsmanship, but the countless PvP battles stored in Nevle’s memories told me everything I needed to know. Xing Ning was too aggressive, too straightforward. He was going to lose.

Sure enough, Guo Yimu suddenly ducked low, his sword flashing forward to pierce Xing Ning’s wrist in a precise strike. With a quick flick, he sent the heavier blade spinning away into the dirt.

Fear flashed across Xing Ning’s face as he clutched his bleeding wrist.

Guo Yimu pointed his sword at the defeated youth’s throat and declared coldly, “I now exercise my right over the life of the loser. Prepare to die!”

His blade began to glow with a silver-green light as wind elements gathered around it, swirling into a deadly vortex for the finishing blow.

I sighed inwardly.

I really shouldn’t stick my beak where it doesn’t belong…

But these were practically just kids. Hot-blooded, arrogant, and stupid, sure! But still kids. The part of me that was Nevle Drol Diurdhcra, the ancient Voice of the World, stirred strongly. Life was precious. Violence was only justified when the balance of the world itself was threatened… or if one was left no choice, but to resort into it. This? This was nothing more than two young men letting their tempers get the better of them over a girl.

I couldn’t just watch someone get executed for something this petty.

I swooped down from the sky and released my Wild Shape, reforming as an elf in flowing robes with my staff already in hand. Guo Yimu’s sword swing looked like a slow crawl to my heightened perception. The gap in power was obvious even without the game’s level indicators.

I struck his wrist with the end of my staff, knocking the glowing blade aside, then followed up with a quick spell. “Entanglement.”

Thick roots burst from the ground and wrapped tightly around the young man, pinning him in place. The lack of visible levels or health bars dampened my confidence slightly, but I could sense the mana in everyone present. No one here came close to my reserves. That small reassurance helped.

I waved my staff once more. “Lifepulse.”

A soft green glow settled over Xing Ning’s wounded wrist, slowly knitting the flesh back together.

I turned to both young men and the gathered crowd, speaking with calm authority. “This duel is over. There will be no killing today.”

The key was to sound confident and overbearing enough that no one would dare test me, while remaining reasonable so they would not feel forced to start a fight. Since high school I had poured countless hours into Legacy World Online with serious role-playing in mind, though that habit had tapered off over the years. The experience still served me well now.

“I am a wandering cultivator who happened to see this duel from afar,” I announced clearly. “While this matter stands between you two young men, I could not find it in myself to watch one of you die. A duel between aspiring warriors does not necessarily have to end in death.”

Honestly, it would have been extremely unpleasant if my first day in this new world involved watching someone get murdered right in front of me.

Murmurs rippled through the crowd immediately.

“Who is this silver-haired man? I have never seen his kind before.”

“His robes look ancient and his presence feels… strange. Is he really just a wandering cultivator?”

“Bold move, interfering in a sect matter. Either he is righteous or he is courting death.”

“Look at those pointed ears and that glowing staff. His cultivation must be impressive if he stopped them so easily.”

“Or maybe he is just a fool who does not know the rules of the cultivation world.”

I stayed calm and considered how best to conclude the situation without escalating it further.

Guo Yimu, still bound by the roots, glared at me with pure fury and started cussing in the most colorful manner. “You bastard! How dare you touch this young master? My senior brother will teach you a painful lesson you will never forget! I will make sure your entire bloodline regrets this day!”

“Slumber Pollen,” I cast quietly.

A cloud of shimmering golden pollen drifted over him. His eyes rolled back and he slumped forward, fast asleep.

Xing Ning, still on the ground, looked up at me with a mix of gratitude and worry. “Thank you for saving my life, senior. But this will probably not end well for you. The Serenity Cliff Sect does not take insults lightly.”

Suddenly, a loud voice rang out from the village edge. “How dare you touch a disciple of the Serenity Cliff Sect!”

I sighed. “And who are you?”

A young man in finer robes than the others stepped forward, sword already drawn. “I am Guo Yuti, true disciple of the Serenity Cliff Sect. I challenge you to a duel, you lowly rogue cultivator. Today I will teach you your place and make sure you never dare touch my junior brother again.”

He did not even wait for me to speak or accept the challenge. He leaped forward with his sword raised high.

“Entanglement.”

Roots exploded from the earth and locked him in place mid-jump. Guo Yuti’s eyes widened in shock. “What is this?!”

“Slumber Pollen.”

The golden pollen drifted over him as well. He dropped instantly, snoring softly.

Another angry voice boomed across the field. “How dare you touch my son!”

An older man with furrowed brows and flaring nostrils charged toward me, his presence much heavier than the youths. “I will teach you a lesson you will never forget!”

The crowd erupted in whispers.

“That is Guo Yume, the swordmaster of the Serenity Cliff Sect. He has already reached Foundation Establishment!”

“Things just got serious. This wandering cultivator is finished now.”

Guo Yume rushed at me with terrifying speed. I cast “Entanglement” again, but he changed position mid-air, blinking to the right and closing the distance in an instant. His sword came slicing toward me.

My staff moved faster. I smacked him squarely in the face, disrupting his balance and sending him tumbling forward. He landed hard on the ground.

“Entanglement.”

Roots wrapped around him before he could recover.

“Slumber Pollen.”

He fell asleep like the others.

“How dare you touch my son and grandsons?”

An old man now hovered above me, standing on a flying sword, his white beard and robes fluttering in the wind.

Ah, come on. You have got to be kidding me.

The crowd burst into frantic whispers the moment the old man appeared.

“He is finished now. That is Guo Yupin, a Core Formation expert. Someone who can flatten hills and destroy entire armies with a single thought. He is hailed as the Sword Formation King!”

The old man gestured sharply and the flying sword beneath his feet shot away, splitting into multiple blades. He remained floating in the air while the swords danced around him, multiplying rapidly until hundreds of gleaming blades hovered in the sky like a deadly constellation.

Strangely enough, I did not feel scared. Still, I almost broke character right then and there. If I beat this guy, would someone even stronger appear next? Come on. Damn it. If this kept escalating, I might actually be forced to kill someone.

I thumped my staff on the ground and let a wave of my mana leak outward. Flowers and fresh plant life bloomed instantly across the grass around me as I spoke with clear, steady authority.

“I stopped this duel because it would have ended with one of these young men dead. My intentions were pure. However, if you continue to remain stubborn, I will be forced to fight back, and it will not be pleasant.”

Guo Yupin stared down at me from above. I could sense his mana clearly. It was weaker than mine, but his skills or techniques might still prove troublesome simply because I was unfamiliar with them.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

I added a touch more gravitas, thumping my staff once again so that more flowers burst into bloom around my feet.

“I am Nevle Drol Diurdhcra, a wandering… cultivator.”

I had to show a brave front, or they might bully me into whatever punishment they thought appropriate.

The crowd immediately began trying out the name, mangling it horribly.

“Nev… Nevle Drol… Diur… Drol Diurdhcra? What kind of tongue-twisting name is that?”

“Sounds foreign. Maybe he really is from some distant land.”

“Impossible to pronounce properly. Sounds like nonsense.”

I internally grimaced and offered, “But you can just call me Wally.”

Hopefully, that would be more phonetically palatable. The name Nevle Drol Diurdhcra was basically “Elven Lord Archdruid” spelled backwards, something I had thought was incredibly cool back in high school. Now it just made me feel deeply embarrassed.

“Wo Li, you have injured three disciples of my Serenity Cliff Sect and humiliated my family. You will provide proper recompense for this offense.”

Wo Li, huh? Close enough. But really? This guy was basically trying to extort me.

Before I could respond, Xing Ning stepped forward on shaky legs.

“Senior Wo Li saved my life and stopped a pointless killing. If anyone deserves recompense, it is him. You should compensate him for the mental distress and the wrong done to him for simply doing the right thing. Hah~! The young master and I were clearly way over our heads, dueling over something so petty, when clearly we could've just talked over this. If you can listen to reason, please, just let this end with just this. There's no need for blood to be shed.”

That was rather admirable. He would have looked much cooler if he had not been visibly shaking in his boots the entire time.

…

..

.

[POV: Guo Yupin]

This was rather unexpected. Guo Yupin could not see through the cultivation of this Wo Li at all. He understood that the silver-haired stranger was not from around here, considering how unfamiliar and difficult his real name had been to pronounce. The long, pointed ears suggested he might belong to another race. Perhaps a barbarian from the distant west? Unlikely, since those tribes were not known for being pacifists. Maybe he truly was nothing more than a wandering cultivator.

Guo Yupin turned his attention to the brave young man who had dared to speak up.

“State your name,” he commanded.

The young man straightened as best he could. “I am Xing Ning of the Steel Sky Sect.”

Guo Yupin laughed coldly. “You are lost, kid. These lands are under the protection of the Serenity Cliff Sect. What are you doing here?”

Xing Ning answered quickly. “I am indeed lost, senior. My sect entered a secret realm some time ago, and I found myself here afterward. It’s… a long story.”

Guo Yupin frowned inwardly. His sect could not afford to start a conflict with a neighboring sect right now, and this mysterious master was not making things easier. Still, he had to preserve the face of the Serenity Cliff Sect.

“If you can receive one of my swords, I shall let this matter go,” he declared. “What do you think, Wo Li?”

He gestured with one hand and a single sword floated just above the tip of his finger, its point aimed provocatively at the mysterious Wo Li.

            

    
        003 Mysterious Cultivator

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Guo Yupin]

Guo Yupin watched with narrowed eyes as the silver-haired stranger stood unflinching below him. The single sword hovering above his fingertip pulsed with restrained killing intent, its edge humming with condensed sword qi.

“Very well, I accept your condition,” Wo Li said calmly.

At least the outsider knew when to show some respect. Guo Yupin flicked his finger.

“Serenity Lightning Edge.”

The sword shot forward like a streak of silver lightning, tearing the air with a piercing whistle. It was not his full strength, but it was more than enough to bisect a late-stage Foundation Establishment cultivator. The blade left faint afterimages as it spiraled, seeking the stranger’s throat with unerring precision.

Wo Li did not dodge.

Instead, he raised his free hand in a casual gesture and declared in a clear, resonant tone, “Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.”

A surge of life force erupted from his body. In the blink of an eye, silver wood-like texture and all manner of flora bloomed on Wo Li’s body and clothing. The change was seamless, almost instantaneous, yet Guo Yupin felt no violent qi explosion, only a quiet, profound harmony with the surrounding nature.

The sword struck true.

Clang!

The sound was not that of metal piercing flesh, but of a blade rebounding off an ancient, immovable tree. Sparks flew as the sword skittered harmlessly across Wo Li’s transformed chest, leaving only a shallow white mark that began healing the moment it appeared. The force of the impact barely made the stranger shift his stance.

An awkward silence fell over the entire field.

Guo Yupin’s expression froze.

What manner of spell was that? He could now sense the shift in Wo Li’s essence. Every trace of whatever strange power the outsider had used earlier had vanished, replaced entirely by thick, heavy life-attributed qi that felt as ancient and unyielding as the roots of the world itself. It was a complete transformation of being.

The Sword Formation King’s hundreds of hovering blades trembled slightly in the air as his focus wavered. In all his centuries of cultivation, he had never witnessed such a technique. It was not mere body refinement or qi armor. The man had literally become something else, something rooted in the primal forces of nature itself.

Below, the crowd remained deathly quiet, their eyes wide with disbelief.

“Impressive,” cried out Guo Yupin, grinning. “It looks like you possess quite the cultivation, my fellow daoist.”

…

..

.

It was a strange sensation. Primal Nature Elemental was one of my strongest Wild Shape abilities. It had a very nice ability that negated the first damage incurred. It was useless against continuous damage, but a sure-fire way to nullify a foe’s strongest single strike or spell.

Back in Legacy World Online, a druid could only be granted a single elemental shape, and I had picked Nature Elemental, eventually raising it all the way to Primal Nature Elemental.

It felt strange, though. Normally, using this Wild Shape would grant me an enormous tree-like body, but now I felt like I was a human tree of sorts? Yeah, it felt weird. It probably had something to do with the ‘different mana’ of this world.

“Is that enough?” I asked. At this point, I just wanted to leave and avoid any more unnecessary trouble.

Gao Yupin lowered himself, landing softly before me. Like an illusion, all of the swords folded into themselves as they became a single sword. He sheathed it and remarked, “It’s enough. Let go of my sect members.”

I canceled the Entanglement spell with a thought, freeing them.

“They should eventually wake up,” I remarked. I thought about it more. Depending on their resistance, they might sleep for a long time. After that brief exchange with Gao Yupin, I could tell I was fairly strong here.

“Cleanse Spirits,” I uttered, removing their status ailment.

The unconscious ‘young masters’ woke up.

Guo Yupin turned his gaze back to me, his expression calm but probing. “What are your plans now, Wo Li? Cultivators from many sects around this land have gathered in this hidden village to prepare for the opening of a secret realm. The Emerald Verdant Forest will open only once every six hundred years. My Serenity Cliff Sect is the reigning power in these lands and possesses the best entry spots. If you have no pressing destination, I invite you to come with us. You may enter the secret realm alongside our disciples.”

The call to adventure was literally staring me in the eyes. I honestly didn’t know what to make of my life in this world yet. I considered the offer for a moment. A secret realm opening every six hundred years sounded like a major event. It was probably full of rare treasures, spirit herbs, and opportunities that could help me understand this new world better. Turning it down without good reason would be foolish, especially since I had nowhere specific to go.

But the problem was what I personally wanted.

In my past life, I had lived the nine-to-five grind zealously, working a thankless job that never appreciated me. I often daydreamed about outdoor camping, recalling the few shorts I had watched while doom-scrolling on my phone. I had always thought of the isekai genre as secretly horror stories, which in hindsight wasn’t wrong if you removed all the cheats, systems, and convenient gimmicks. If I didn’t have all these powers with me, the idea of “doing whatever you want” would have been laughable.

I took a slow breath and met Guo Yupin’s gaze.

“Fellow Daoist Guo, please do not take offense,” I said carefully, “but I believe I have to go my own way. I have no interest in this secret realm.”

Exploring the world at large might give me a clue how to return home… but would I even want to return home? The right choice, at least for now, seemed to be isolating myself from the xianxia world at large. My sensibilities as a 21st-century Earthling would definitely lead me to many conflicts and butting heads with people. Just preventing someone from dying in that petty duel had already gotten me in trouble. Add to that the existence known as Nevle Drol Diurdhcra—the druid in me—and I honestly didn’t know what I would do if I was faced with things that confronted both the gamer in me and the avatar I had now become.

I recalled the few tropes I remembered from xianxia novels: people grinding others into pills, endless scheming and backstabbing, all manner of infighting, probably cosmic wars, brutal competition, and various unethical practices you could imagine in a fantasy world. What would I do if I encountered slavery? Ugh… These things were too big for me right now. I was lucky I wasn’t a Paladin and therefore compelled to confront every injustice I saw, because most likely those things did exist here.

Before I went out into the world at large, I wanted to enjoy some peace and quiet for now. I wanted to live that outdoor camping life I had been dreaming about for years, and maybe learn more about myself in the process. It honestly sounded very hippie. Peace and love, baby.

I looked at the old man with a calm but resolute expression and spoke in a measured, almost profound tone.

“Senior Guo, I must reject the call to adventure for now. Instead, I choose to answer the call of the wild. If you will excuse me, I shall take my leave. Farewell.”

I turned quickly, mana already stirring as I prepared to Wild Shape.

“Senior, please take me with you!” called Xing Ning, the young master I had just saved. He scrambled to his feet, eyes bright with a mix of gratitude and excitement.

I sighed. Fine. I could use a guide.

“Keep up,” I remarked simply.

Guo Yupin’s expression softened. He gave a small, amiable nod, his white beard shifting slightly in the breeze.

“Very well, Fellow Daoist Wo Li. Go as you wish. If the heavens allow it, perhaps we shall meet again under better circumstances.”

I stirred my mana.

“Wild Shape: Eagle.”

Power surged through me, and my body transformed in an instant. Feathers sprouted, wings spread wide, and I lifted gracefully into the air with strong beats of my powerful wings. The warm wind rushed past me as I climbed higher.

Xing Ning followed closely behind. He soared on his sword with a powerful thrust of qi, then, with an acrobatic motion, let go of the hilt and lightly landed on the flat of the blade, surfing through the sky with surprising grace.

Okay, that was cool.

…

..

.

[POV: Guo Yupin]

Guo Yupin stood motionless on the grassy field long after the silver-haired stranger had transformed into a majestic eagle and soared away, with the young Steel Sky Sect disciple riding his sword close behind. The warm breeze still carried the faint scent of blooming wildflowers that Wo Li had left in his wake. The Sword Formation King’s expression remained calm on the surface, but inside, a storm of conflicting thoughts churned.

He turned slowly toward his son and two grandsons, who were now fully awake and standing with heads bowed in shame. Guo Yume, his son, looked particularly grim, while Guo Yuti and Guo Yimu avoided their patriarch’s gaze entirely.

“Foolish!” Guo Yupin’s voice cracked like a whip, sharp enough to make several outer disciples flinch. “All three of you have been utterly foolish! You let your petty pride and lust for a village girl drag the entire Serenity Cliff Sect into humiliation before a true expert. Had Wo Li been a lesser man, or had he chosen to retaliate with full force, our sect might have lost its three pillars today. Do you understand the gravity of what nearly happened?”

Guo Yimu opened his mouth to protest, but one cold glance from his grandfather silenced him instantly.

Guo Yupin continued, his tone heavy with disappointment. “You boast about your duels, your sword counts, your so-called victories… yet when faced with real power, you were slapped down like children. This is the cultivation world. Arrogance without strength is suicide. Today you learned humility the easy way, through mercy instead of death. Remember this lesson well, or the next time you provoke someone beyond your station, no one will be there to spare you.”

He swept his gaze across the gathered sect members and villagers who had witnessed the entire confrontation.

“As for all of you who stood here watching and betting spirit stones like it was mere entertainment,” Guo Yupin said, raising his voice so it carried clearly, “take heed as well. The world is vast and filled with hidden dragons and crouching tigers. That silver-haired Wo Li appeared out of nowhere, interfered in a trivial matter, and walked away untouched by even my Serenity Lightning Edge. Do not judge by appearances or assume every stranger is beneath you. True power often hides behind calm words and gentle actions. Cultivate humility, or one day you will provoke someone who shows none.”

The crowd murmured in agreement, many lowering their heads in reflection. Even the earlier skeptics who had whispered that Wo Li was courting death now looked thoughtful.

Guo Yupin fell silent for a moment, his mind turning inward. In truth, he was still unsettled. He had initially mistaken Wo Li for a mere Foundation Establishment or early Core Formation rogue cultivator at best, someone strong enough to casually handle his juniors but not a real threat to himself. Yet after that single clash, all such assumptions had shattered. The way Wo Li had casually transformed his entire being into living primal wood and earth qi… it was no ordinary technique. Guo Yupin’s spiritual sense had brushed against an essence so ancient and profound that it felt older than the mountains themselves.

He had thought the stranger was at least in his own realm of Core Formation, but now he felt confident that Wo Li was at least Nascent Soul, or perhaps even higher, possibly one of those legendary old monsters who rarely appeared in the world. The complete lack of detectable cultivation base, the effortless negation of his sword strike, and that serene, harmonious aura that made the land itself bloom… only someone far beyond ordinary Core Formation could achieve such things so casually. And yet the man had chosen mercy and solitude over dominance or treasure. Truly enigmatic.

A soft voice interrupted his reverie.

“Patriarch Guo, it seems the excitement has finally settled.”

Guo Yupin turned to see an elderly woman approaching with graceful steps. She wore simple yet elegant green robes embroidered with leaf patterns, her silver hair pinned neatly with a jade hairpin. Despite her advanced age, her eyes sparkled with sharp intelligence and steady power. Li Ming, the leader of the Hidden Village of Leaf and the guardian appointed to watch over the Emerald Verdant Forest secret realm, was a Core Formation cultivator like himself. This woman was respected throughout the region for her wisdom and neutral stance.

“Village Leader Li Ming,” Guo Yupin greeted her with a respectful nod and a faint smile. “It has been many years since we last spoke face to face. I apologize for the disturbance my reckless juniors caused in your peaceful village today.”

Li Ming waved a hand lightly, her expression warm and understanding. “No need for apologies, Patriarch Guo. Young hearts are hot-blooded; such incidents are not uncommon before a secret realm opens. More importantly, I am glad no blood was spilled. That stranger… Wo Li, was it? His presence felt extraordinary. The flowers he left behind still carry a trace of pure life qi. I suspect today’s events will be spoken of for a long time.”

Guo Yupin chuckled softly, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. “Indeed. The cultivation world is full of surprises. Come, let us speak inside. There is much to discuss regarding the upcoming opening of the Emerald Verdant Forest and how our organizations may cooperate for mutual benefit.”

Li Ming nodded graciously and gestured for him to walk with her toward the village center.

As the two Core Formation experts moved away, the gathered disciples and villagers slowly dispersed, still whispering among themselves about the mysterious silver-haired cultivator who had appeared like a storm and vanished like the wind.
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                Xing Ning flew steadily on his sword beside me, keeping pace with surprising skill as we left the village far behind. After a few minutes of silent flight, his voice carried over the wind.

“Senior Wo Li, where do you plan to go now?”

I couldn’t really answer him while in this shape. I’m an eagle, darn it. I let out a sharp, frustrated eagle screech in reply.

“Kraaaw!”

Xing Ning sounded genuinely confused. “Uh… Senior? Was that a yes or a no?”

Okay. What did I know about camping? First, you’d need gear. My druid equipment should be fine, along with the many abilities at my disposal. How about the camping itself? I guessed there was hiking involved. Yeah, let’s start with that.

I circled wider around the dense forest below, using my sharp eagle vision to memorize various landmarks from rocky outcrops, winding rivers, and clusters of ancient trees that stood taller than the rest. Xing Ning followed closely the whole time.

Whoa… Wait a second… This seemed easier than I imagined.

My memory had never been sharper before. Every detail etched itself into my mind with perfect clarity. When I felt confident I had a good mental map of the forest around us, I descended smoothly toward a clear spot by the river and released my Wild Shape.

Power flowed back into my human form as I landed lightly on the grassy bank, robes and staff reappearing as if they had never left. Xing Ning followed, sheathing his sword as he gracefully touched down beside me.

“We’ll walk from here,” I told him.

I led the way into the treeline. The moment I stepped forward, the wildlife literally opened a path for me. Bushes parted gently, low branches lifted out of the way, and even the tall grass seemed to lean aside, creating a natural trail through the undergrowth.

Xing Ning’s eyes widened in shock. “Senior… how are you doing that? The forest itself is making way for you!”

I glanced back at him with a small shrug. “So, why are you following me, anyway?”

He sounded a little doubtful at first. “Um… Because I’m thankful, senior. More than that, I felt uncomfortable in the village. They don’t take kindly to strangers.”

I nodded and kept walking. “How did you end up here anyway? What’s that about secret realms?”

Xing Ning fell into step beside me and began explaining. “Secret realms are pocket dimensions or hidden lands that appear in our world from time to time. They contain rare treasures, ancient inheritances, powerful spirit herbs, and sometimes even fragments of old dao insights. Many sects compete fiercely to enter them when they open. My own sect entered one not long ago. It’s probably a secret realm connected to the Emerald Verdant Forest that is about to open here. I got separated from my group during the exit and nearly got killed by some fierce beasts. If it weren’t for Village Leader Li Ming saving me, I would have died.”

I recalled the village I had just left. I thought it had been my imagination at the time, but I was fairly confident now that I thought back to it. That ‘village’ had been alive. Like, the very land and structures had a life of their own. Or maybe I had seen it wrong, since I was still new to the superpowers my class afforded me, despite the inherited memories from Nevle.

I asked, “Can you tell me more about the village?”

Xing Ning nodded. “The place is called the Hidden Village of the Leaf. It’s not really one village, but an organization scattered across the continent. They guard secret realms, grave sites, ancient altars, and other important places. They stay neutral in most conflicts and are respected by many sects.”

I flinched at the name. “Please tell me they’re not ninjas.”

He looked genuinely puzzled. “Huh? What is a ninja?”

Okay. At least I knew I wasn’t in some weird crossover.

I stopped walking and stared directly at Xing Ning. “Now, spill it. What do you really want from me? You’ve left the village. You can go on your separate way and just leave me alone.”

Of course, I would appreciate the company, but I knew nothing about this guy. I could tell he was a ‘young master’ even at a glance, considering his fine clothes and that unmistakable aura of privilege he carried.

Xing Ning hesitated, then bowed slightly. “I am sorry, senior, if I’ve been rude. Please protect me.”

Huh? Excuse me?

He took out a flat steel pendant fashioned like a small badge, tied to his waist, and explained, “This is the Steelmark, a sect treasure. There’s another one like this back in the sect. It tells my location, allowing the sect elders to locate me. I might not look like it, but… I’m a bit of a big deal in my sect. You will be rewarded most generously, senior, if you protect me! I promise! I’ve seen your righteous spirit, senior, so I wish to entrust my life to you.”

“Okay, sure,” I said.

Xing Ning’s eyes lit up with obvious relief and excitement, as if I had just handed him a winning lottery ticket. Like I said, I could use a gofer… er… I mean, a guide! Yes, guide!

I tried to play it cool as we walked and hiked deeper into the forest. The terrain gradually grew rougher, but I kept my tone casual while feeding my curiosity. “So, earlier you mentioned a continent. What’s this continent called? Tell me about it.”

Xing Ning looked thoughtful for a moment, carefully stepping over a fallen log as he answered. “This is the Earthly Heart Continent, Senior Wo Li. It is vast with many nations, countless sects, and endless mountain ranges and forests stretch across it. While I don’t know much about the rest of the world, I’ve heard stories of foreigners from other continents arriving by sea or through ancient teleportation arrays. But I’m not sure if those stories are true. The oceans surrounding our continent are said to be extremely dangerous, filled with terrifying sea beasts and violent storms that can swallow even Nascent Soul cultivators whole.”

I mentally took note of it. I’ve always loved this lore stuff, after all. I knew treating this world like a game would eventually come back to bite me in the ass, but it sounded so interesting. Lore was basically just history. It wasn’t like I was doing it purely for the love of the game and hunting for hidden pieces or something.

While we walked, I continued to engage him with questions, my curiosity honestly bursting through. The forest around us responded to my presence, gently shifting branches and clearing small obstacles, making the hike far easier than it should have been.

“So, about the power system of this world,” I asked. “How exactly do people here gain their powers?”

Xing Ning blinked, clearly not understanding my phrasing at first. “Power system…?”

I rephrased it. “Cultivation. How do the locals of this world cultivate and grow stronger?”

Xing Ning snapped his fingers in realization. “Ah! You mean how to cultivate immortality?”

I found that playing up the mysterious expert who pretended to know nothing was beneath me at this point, so I gave it to him straight. “Yes, that.”

To demonstrate, I drew in the strange mana of this world and gathered it at the tip of my fingers, forming a small, glowing orb of energy that floated above my palm. “Like this. What do you call this?”

Xing Ning stared at the clump of energy with wide eyes. “That is qi, Senior! Pure spiritual qi. Cultivators draw qi from the heaven and earth, refine it within their dantian, and use it to strengthen their bodies, extend their lifespans, and eventually cultivate toward immortality. Everyone starts at Body Tempering to strengthen the mortal flesh. Then comes Qi Condensation, where we gather and condense qi into our meridians. After that is Foundation Establishment, which builds a stable foundation for the dao. Then Core Formation, where we condense a golden core. Nascent Soul comes after that, where the soul itself gains form and independence. There are even higher realms beyond—Soul Transformation, Void Refining, and legends of Immortal Ascension—but those are rarely seen in our era.”

It seemed the thing I had been calling “strange mana” had been qi all along.

He continued to entertain my questions as we walked, explaining to me what he knew in the barest form. The river had already vanished behind us, and the terrain only worsened with steep inclines and thick underbrush. However, through this mana or qi, I managed to ease the path. Vines shifted aside, roots flattened into makeshift steps, and even the air felt fresher around me. I was learning a lot from him.

I guessed these powers were one thing to look forward to in this isekai life. I mean, who wouldn’t want magic, right?

…

..

.

[POV: Xing Ning]

Xing Ning felt a quiet wave of relief wash over him as he followed Senior Wo Li deeper into the forest.

Being separated from his sect members was one thing, but being stuck in an unfamiliar place with no one to watch his back? Yeah, that could be scary. As a seventh-stage Qi Condensation cultivator, his strength was far too little for him to travel alone safely. He was lucky he hadn’t died the first chance he got. He was also lucky to have found that village and even luckier to have met such a powerful benefactor. Now, he just needed to wait a bit before someone from the Steel Sky Sect came to pick him up.

After a long hike, Senior Wo Li finally stopped in a spacious clearing surrounded by tall, ancient trees.

“This should be enough,” Wo Li said, his voice calm and decisive.

They had reached a pleasant open area beside a gentle stream. Wo Li thumped his staff firmly on the ground and poured an incredible amount of qi into the earth. The surrounding trees responded instantly, their branches and roots shifting and moving as if alive. They cleared more space, pulling back to widen the clearing while leaving a single majestic tree standing proudly in the center.

Xing Ning watched with wide eyes. Honestly, he found Senior Wo Li’s lack of knowledge about the cultivation world suspicious. He didn’t dare confront him, of course. He had no desire to offend such a powerful figure. He had first assumed the silver-haired man was simply a recluse or a hermit who had lived in isolation for many years. But not even knowing what qi was? That was truly strange.

Curious, Xing Ning asked, “Senior, which domain are you from?”

Wo Li tilted his head slightly, looking genuinely puzzled. “What do you mean by domain?”

Xing Ning thought the senior was testing him at first, but it quickly became clear that he was really clueless. He had assumed that when Wo Li called himself a wandering cultivator from distant lands, he had meant one of the furthest domains from here.

“This continent is divided into smaller units called domains,” Xing Ning explained patiently. “I am from the Steel Mountain Domain, where the Steel Sky Sect is based. This place is the Serenity Lake Domain, ruled by the Serenity Cliff Sect. Each domain is separated by thick layers of bottomless trenches that are completely devoid of qi. To travel between domains, one usually needs at least Core Formation cultivation to fly across safely or use special teleportation arrays.”

What were the chances that Senior Wo Li was actually an outsider? Someone from a different continent? Xing Ning shuddered at the thought. No way, right? After all, outsiders were said to be quite violent and ruthless, yet Senior Wo Li had been nothing like that. He had even saved his life without asking for anything in return.

Wo Li nodded thoughtfully and looked around the clearing. “We should make camp here.”

He thumped his staff once more. The single remaining tree in the center of the clearing began to transform. Its trunk widened and reshaped while branches wove together with astonishing speed, forming walls, floors, and a sturdy roof high above the ground. In moments, a comfortable-looking wooden house now sat nestled among the upper branches, complete with a simple balcony and stairs made of living wood.

Wo Li gestured toward the newly formed structure with a satisfied smile. “Welcome to the tree house. To be fair, this is kind of cheating for outdoor camping.”

What even was a tree house? It was Xing Ning’s first time seeing something like this. Maybe it was common wherever Senior Wo Li came from. The senior looked rather proud as he laughed lightly and asked, “What do you think?”

Xing Ning stared up at the elegant wooden house built into the living tree and replied with honest admiration, “It looks good, senior!”
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                This druid power was really cool. Phytokinesis was normally just a passive ability that boosted my nature-based spells back in the game. However, in this world, the ‘flavor text’ that described the ability had become far more literal. The ability to animate plant life felt incredibly fun and intuitive, like the forest itself was an extension of my will.

I gestured with my staff and a sturdy ladder made of thick, interwoven roots smoothly descended from the tree house entrance. “Xing Ning, can you prepare a fire down here while I fix things up inside?”

“Yes, Senior!” he answered positively, already moving toward the clearing with enthusiasm.

I climbed up the ladder into the tree house and began using phytokinesis again. With focused intent, I widened the interior space, coaxing the living wood to expand and reshape until the single room felt comfortably spacious. Thick branches wove together to form a pair of simple but sturdy beds, one for me and one for Xing Ning, complete with soft moss mattresses and leafy pillows. I didn’t know if I even needed to sleep anymore with this new body, but I was going to try it anyway. After I felt satisfied with the decorations with a few glowing flowers for gentle lighting and some vines for natural curtains, I tested one of the beds.

I flopped down and let out a long, contented sigh. “Ahhh… this feels so good.”

The living wood cradled my body perfectly, cool and supportive at the same time. A deep sense of peace washed over me. For the first time since arriving in this world, I truly relaxed. It was like sinking into the world’s coziest hammock while the gentle hum of nature surrounded me. I could get used to this.

After a few minutes of just lying there enjoying the moment, I stepped back down the root ladder. Xing Ning had already set up a neat circle of stones, gathered plenty of dry firewood, and arranged everything for a proper campfire. He reached toward the simple metal ring on his finger, channeled a bit of qi into it, and summoned a small piece of yellow paper into his palm.

“What’s that?” I asked, curious.

“It’s a fire talisman, Senior,” he answered patiently.

He threw the talisman into the center of the wood pile. It ignited with a bright flash and a controlled burst of flame, instantly lighting the firewood into a steady, crackling campfire. It was dusk by this point, the sky turning a beautiful shade of orange and purple above the treetops.

“Nice work,” I said. Then, pointing at the ring on his finger, I asked, “By the way, what’s with that ring? It seems pretty handy.”

Xing Ning smiled and explained without hesitation, “It is my storage ring, Senior. It can hold many items in a separate spatial pocket. Most cultivators above Qi Condensation have one.”

Cool. I made a mental note to figure out how to make or acquire something like that later.

“Are you hungry?” I asked him.

He nodded shyly. “A little, Senior.”

We still had a bit of daylight left, so we went deeper into the forest together. How hard could it be to find something to eat, right? With my connection to nature, dinner should be easy enough to handle.

Xing Ning suddenly tensed beside me and whispered, “Senior, I can sense movement ahead with my spiritual senses. Something relatively strong is hiding in the vegetation.”

That sounded like a cool power. I imagined all cultivators at his realm possessed this kind of sensing ability. I’d grill him more about this cultivation stuff later, but first, dinner.

I told him casually, “I’ll leave it to you then.”

Xing Ning shook his head quickly, looking a bit nervous. “I’m not confident, Senior. Whatever it is, it’s at least Qi Condensation like me, probably a few stages above. I can feel its qi is quite vigorous.”

Curious, I asked, “How many stages are there in Qi Condensation anyway?”

Xing Ning explained patiently while we crept forward through the underbrush. “There are a total of thirteen stages in Qi Condensation, Senior. If my reading is correct, this one feels like at least the ninth stage. Its qi is dense and aggressive.”

I led the way, staff held loosely in one hand. “How exactly do you use these spiritual senses?” I asked. “Can you teach me?”

Xing Ning nodded and instructed me step by step. “It’s like expanding your qi outward from your dantian in a gentle wave. Imagine your qi as an invisible mist spreading through the air and ground. Focus on feeling the living presences around you rather than seeing with your eyes.”

I expanded my mana from my being… or I guessed I should start calling it qi. I’m never going to get used to calling this energy qi. I always thought qi was honestly just mana, but in particle form instead of a wavelength. Yet there seemed to be more nuance to it here.

As I pushed my senses outward, I picked up a vaguely humanoid shape crouched low under the thick vegetation. Was it a monkey? I didn’t want to eat monkey.

Suddenly, a brown blur rushed straight at me with surprising speed, delivering a powerful kick. I held my stance firmly. The creature bounced off me harmlessly and landed gracefully a few paces in front of me, striking a dramatic fighting pose with its muscular arms raised.

I uttered in sheer shock, “What in the world is a kangaroo doing here?”

The kangaroo had a loud, masculine voice full of bravado and struck a stance that perfectly matched its impressively muscled biceps. “KANGA-WHAT!? YOU WEIRDO, THIS BEAST IS THE BEST! WATCH OUT FOR MEEE~! I’M GONNA BE THE STRONGEST-EST MARTIAL ARTIST IN THE REALMS!”

Okay, two things hit me at once. First, I definitely didn’t have any appetite for kangaroo meat. Second, I had almost forgotten about the Voice of the World ability that let me understand and speak to basically all manners of sentient life, regardless of any language barrier.

“You are a martial artist kangaroo?” I asked, still stunned. “Please tell me this is not Australia…”

The kangaroo continued bouncing on its powerful tail with boundless energy. “YO YO YO~! YOU CAN HEAR ME, YOW! I CHALLENGE YOU TO A DUEL, PRICK! IF I WIN, GIMME YOUR COOL STICK!”

Unaware of the full conversation going on between the kangaroo and me, Xing Ning spoke up excitedly from behind me. “Senior, I’ve never seen a creature like this before. It looks delicious. Look at those muscles!”

I was just speechless.

“…”

The kangaroo kept bouncing on its powerful tail, flexing its biceps with dramatic flair. “I am Roo, the unrivaled practitioner of the self-styled martial art, Way of the Bound Sky Strider! Now tell me your name, you weird silver-haired stick guy, so we can have a heart-pounding, blood-boiling duel that will shake the heavens!”

Xing Ning, who clearly couldn’t understand a word of the kangaroo’s loud declarations, asked worriedly, “Senior, is there a problem?”

I sighed and remarked, “I just lost my appetite for any kind of meat.”

And here I was looking forward to a nice campfire dinner. Nature really had a way of throwing curveballs.

I looked at the energetic kangaroo and said calmly, “Roo, I reject your challenge. Just go on your way, alright? I’m not in the mood for a fight.”

Roo’s eyes widened in outrage. “A REJECTION?! NO WAY, NO HOW! A TRUE MARTIAL ARTIST NEVER BACKS DOWN FROM A CHALLENGE~ YO!” He kicked off the ground with explosive force and rushed straight at me again, fists cocked back for another powerful strike.

With my overwhelming superior stats, I didn’t even need to use any spells or abilities. However, if I just smacked him around, I’d feel bad for the guy.

“Entanglement,” I uttered the spell gently.

Thick, flexible roots burst from the ground and wrapped around Roo’s legs, torso, and arms in a firm but harmless cocoon, lifting him slightly off the ground. He struggled wildly, but the roots held him in place without hurting him.

Roo immediately started cussing his heart out in the most colorful manner I had ever heard from any creature.

“YOU DAMN TREE-HUGGING CHEATER! LET ME GO RIGHT NOW OR I’LL TURN YOUR STUPID STICK INTO TOOTHPICKS! YOU CALL THIS A DUEL?! THIS IS BULLSHIT! I’LL KICK YOUR POINTY EARS INTO NEXT WEEK! RELEASE ME SO I CAN SHOW YOU THE TRUE POWER OF THE WAY OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER, YOU COWARDLY WEIRDO! MY FISTS ARE ITCHING FOR JUSTICE!”

I stood there, arms crossed, watching the bound kangaroo thrash and swear while Xing Ning stared in complete confusion at the one-sided scene.

“And how do you know I’m even a tree-hugger?” I muttered.

This was not how I imagined my first night of camping in a xianxia world would go.

We left the kangaroo to struggle in the roots.

“Of course it was so obvious,” Roo shouted after me, still thrashing. “Because you smell of trees, you leafy weirdo!”

I glanced back and called out calmly. “The roots will weaken after some time, and then you can get out of them. Pick your battles more wisely next time, Roo.”

Xing Ning kept glancing over his shoulder as we walked deeper into the forest. After a few minutes, he finally asked. “Senior, why did you spare the beast? It attacked you first.”

I shrugged. “It would have left an unpleasant taste in my mouth.”

We foraged through the forest together. Wild berries, plump purple fruits, crisp apples growing on ancient-looking trees, and clusters of sweet nuts soon filled the makeshift basket I had woven from living vines. I should have felt proud of how easily phytokinesis turned the woods into a grocery store, yet I only felt disappointed with myself. I was already being forced to change my diet like this. Sure, plant life did not talk back, but somehow that made the feeling worse. It sounded like if animals no longer talked back, it would suddenly be fine to murder them. Ugh. What was happening to me?

Xing Ning suddenly stopped and tilted his head. “Senior, I sense a boar nearby.”

We turned around a thick cluster of ferns and found the boar staring straight at us, small eyes gleaming with aggression.

Xing Ning stepped forward, confidence rising in his voice. “I am confident I can take it, Senior. It does not even have any cultivation.”

I raised a hand. “Just leave it alone.”

The boar immediately puffed out its chest and snorted loudly. “WACHA LOOKING AT? YA WANT SOME OF ME TUSK, HUH? I AIN’T SCARED OF YOU!”

Why did I have this faint feeling that animals in this world shared a weird default-jerk theme? To be fair, the animals back in the game had also tended to be jerks.

Suddenly, a massive shadow dropped from the branches above. A bear slammed onto the boar with terrifying speed and began ripping it to pieces in a spray of blood and fur.

Xing Ning watched the scene with focused eyes. “The bear is only at the fourth stage of Qi Condensation. What should we do with it, Senior?”

I watched the bear warily look at us, snarling and ready to fight if we made a move as it secured its hunt.

“Let it be,” I told Xing Ning. “Let the circle of life do as it pleases.”

Maybe one day I would eat meat again, but right now I was not mentally ready. I turned and walked away. Xing Ning followed without another word.

Behind us, the bear’s voice suddenly shifted into the most unexpectedly feminine tone I had ever heard from any creature. “Come here, my sweet little cubs. Mama brought you fresh boar tonight. Eat up while it is still warm.”

While returning to camp, I spotted a patch of wild corn growing near a sunny clearing. Their golden ears peeked out from tall green stalks, looking surprisingly familiar. I walked over and began picking a few ripe ones.

Xing Ning watched me with open curiosity. “Senior, what are you doing?”

I held up an ear proudly. “It is corn. We can eat it.”

At the very minimum, it was the xianxia equivalent of corn. My Druidic Insight told me it should be fine to eat it.

Xing Ning expressed doubt, frowning at the thick husks. “That is rather tough and not very palatable, Senior. It is often considered a staple food for mortals and peasants alike.”

I shrugged and picked a few more anyway. We followed the warm glow of the campfire back to our treehouse clearing. I sat down on a huge rock beside the fire and began roasting my corn directly over the flames, turning the ears slowly with my hands.

Xing Ning still looked doubtful, but he tried roasting one as well. When the kernels were nicely charred to my satisfaction, I took a bite. It was tough and nowhere near sweet.

“Eh, close enough.”

I bit into more of it anyway.

I did not think I needed to eat anymore. That was how it worked back in the game, and the inherited memories of Nevle Drol Diurdhcra showed nothing about him ever eating food. Still, I needed this at least mentally. This was the outdoor camp life I had always dreamed of, right? I wondered if that was truly the case. I would have to test it over a few more days to know for sure.

I stared up at the night sky, the stars bright and countless above the treetops.

Xing Ning chewed slowly beside me, clearly bummed out by the plain corn. Then his face suddenly lit up as he realized something. “Wait, I have that thing with me.”

I stared in awe as he reached into his storage ring and literally pulled out a stick of butter.

“Can I have some?” I asked immediately.

He looked reluctant at first, clutching the butter protectively, but he eventually broke under the pressure of my hopeful gaze and broke off a generous piece for me.

            

    
        006 Home in the Canopy

    
    
    
    
                It had been a few weeks since I made my home in this forest. I had settled into a comfortable routine. Each morning I would wake up, stretch my limbs, and slip into Wild Shape. Flying through the canopy as a bird turned out to be the most exhilarating part. The wind rushing through my feathers, the vast green sea below me, it felt incredibly freeing.

Sometimes, I switched things up with other forms. A nimble squirrel racing along branches or a silent panther stalking through the undergrowth. While exploring, I diligently mapped the area inside my head, memorizing every stream, clearing, and ancient tree.

The forest was never quiet. Birds sang bright melodies overhead while monkeys chattered and whooped in the distance. “Krr-krr-krr!” a bright red parrot would call from high above. Smaller creatures rustled through the leaves with soft scuttling sounds, and occasionally a deep, throaty roar echoed from deeper in the woods, reminding me that not everything here was friendly.

By lunch I would return and join Xing Ning. I stuck to fruits and vegetables while he ate whatever he had managed to catch or forage. One day he proudly presented two wild chickens he had hunted.

“These look excellent, Xing Ning. You are getting better at this every day,” I said with genuine appreciation.

He beamed, chest puffed out with pride. “Thank you, Senior. I used the new snare technique you suggested and waited perfectly still for over an hour. They never saw me coming. I paid my respects to their spirits afterward, just as you taught me.”

In the first few days, I had been rather unintentionally harsh with the young man. He forced himself to eat only fruits and vegetables because he worried he might offend me by consuming meat in front of me.

As a Qi Condensation realm cultivator, Xing Ning was still essentially mortal and needed proper nutrients to stay strong.

When I learned how much he’d been restricting himself, I told him it was fine for him to eat meat. Out of respect for me, he asked me what could he do, so that it wouldn’t bother me. That was how I ended up telling him to respect the hunt, something that Nevle Drol Diurdhcra would’ve approved of.

After lunch, Xing Ning would teach me about cultivation using whatever knowledge his realm allowed him to share. With his patient guidance I slowly learned more about this strange new world. Through those lessons I discovered something unsettling. I was completely incapable of traditional cultivation. I had no energy gathered in my dantian and no spiritual root at all, something Xing Ning found extremely strange and almost unheard of.

In exchange for his lectures, I helped him with his training through sparring sessions or whatever advice I felt confident giving. I was careful to only offer suggestions based on my own observations or game knowledge from my old life. After all, I was not a cultivator myself. I could only guide him as a supportive senior with a different perspective.

By night we would share another simple meal, exchange a few stories, and then drift off to sleep inside the living tree house. The gentle sway of the branches and the soft chorus of nocturnal insects created the perfect lullaby.

For the first time in both my lives, I felt a deep sense of peace and belonging.

This world wasn’t so bad, after all.

…

..

.

[POV: Xing Ning]

Like his senior, Xing Ning had also settled into a comfortable routine over the past few weeks. Each morning he rose early and moved through the forms of the Tempest Steel Sword Art beneath the dappled sunlight filtering through the canopy. His blade danced in precise arcs, cutting through imaginary foes while the forest watched in quiet approval. Before lunch he would venture out on a hunt, moving silently through the undergrowth with his senses extended.

One clear morning he brought down a sturdy boar with a single clean thrust. He knelt beside the fallen animal, blood still warm on his sword, and spoke softly with sincere respect.

“Thank you for your life, noble boar. Your strength will nourish me, and I will not waste this gift. May your spirit find peace in the cycle of the forest.”

He cleaned his sword with careful strokes, mindful of the boar’s sacrifice. He had promised Senior he would pay proper respect to every hunt, and he intended to keep that promise without fail.

By afternoon, he would exchange pointers with Senior. Those sessions had quickly become the highlight of his day. Senior never taught traditional cultivation techniques. Instead, he offered something far more practical and unsettling in its simplicity.

“Combat is not about being stronger or faster,” Senior explained one afternoon as they sparred in a small clearing. “It is about doing the thing your opponent does not want you to do. If he expects you to strike high, go low. If he braces for power, give him speed and angles instead. Make him react to you, never the other way around.”

Xing Ning wiped sweat from his brow and nodded thoughtfully. “But Senior, what if the opponent is simply much stronger? Does technique even matter then?”

Senior smiled faintly and tapped his staff on the ground. A thick vine suddenly whipped out and tangled Xing Ning’s ankle, pulling him off balance.

“Even the strongest opponent has limits,” Senior replied calmly while Xing Ning struggled to regain his footing. “Your job is to find those limits and make them hurt. Power without direction is just noise.”

Every day felt both familiar and refreshingly different from life back at the sect. If Xing Ning had to be honest with himself, he appreciated the freedom here. He could train however he wished, hunt when he wanted, and speak openly with a senior who answered questions without judgment or hidden motives. The thought made him feel a twinge of guilt. Senior had been so accommodating, even allowing him to eat meat in his presence. It was not unheard of for cultivators to abstain from meat if it tied into their cultivation. Some sects even forbade relationships or other pleasures entirely. Yet Senior never made him feel ashamed for his needs.

When night arrived, Xing Ning still had plenty of boar meat left from the morning hunt, so he did not need to venture out again. He sat by the crackling campfire and watched Senior work his magic. With gentle gestures and murmured words, Senior shaped living wood into smooth pieces, forming what looked like a board and carved figures.

It always amazed Xing Ning how effortlessly Senior commanded plant life, as though the trees and vines were simply extensions of his own body.

After finishing his meal, Xing Ning cleaned up after himself and set the remains aside with care. Senior looked up from his work with a small, curious smile.

“Ever played chess?” Senior asked.

Xing Ning tilted his head. He understood that Senior was shaping some form of board game. He knew of chess, though the version Senior described sounded quite different from the strategy games he had learned in the sect.

They played well into the night.

…

..

.

A few more days passed. I woke up, stretched my limbs, and cast Cleanse Spirits over myself. According to the flavor text, the spell removed grime and dirt along with any spiritual impurities, making it an incredibly convenient self-cleaning trick.

I glanced around the tree house and saw Xing Ning already practicing his martial art forms in the open space below. According to him, it would take a few months before anyone from his sect came looking, so it seemed he would be staying with me for a while longer.

This life felt honestly fun and fulfilling. Over the past weeks I had managed to befriend several wild animals. While roaming the forest in Wild Shape, I came across creatures that genuinely needed help. Yes, it went against my earlier words about letting the circle of life run its course.

Still, it felt too cruel to ignore a sloth pinned under a fallen tree or a baby elephant trapped in a muddy ditch. How an elephant had ended up deep in this forest remained a mystery, but I helped when I could, as long as it did not disrupt the natural balance between predator and prey.

In return, the animals began bringing me gifts. Or rather, tributes. Each morning I found piles of fresh fruits, shiny stones, and odd trinkets stacked neatly at the base of the great tree. It kept me pleasantly busy. I used phytokinesis to open a wide entrance in the trunk and carried everything into the spacious storage rooms I had grown inside the tree.

The tree itself had expanded dramatically since I first built the tree house. Druid magic had made it supernaturally sturdy, allowing me to shape sturdy internal chambers and even a spiral staircase that wound upward through the living wood.

After several trips up and down, I finished storing the tributes. Most were edible fruits and nuts, while others were curious knickknacks such as unusual pieces of bark, strangely shaped metal fragments, and colorful feathers. I stepped out onto the wide platform at the trunk entrance and took a deep breath of fresh morning air.

Of course, not everything was peaceful.

A tiger suddenly burst from the foliage behind me, clearly intent on making me its next meal. I snatched my staff from beside the doorway and swung it in a smooth arc, punting the big cat through the air.

The tiger let out a high-pitched wail as he tumbled. “Mraaaaawww! Mreeeeowww!” He landed awkwardly on his feet and bolted away with his tail tucked between his legs like a frightened kitten. “I’m gonna tell on you, MOMMY!”

I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted after him. “And never come back again!”

This kind of thing had become a recent trend. More and more beasts in the wild seemed determined to pick a fight with me. At first, I thought it was random bad luck, but the incidents kept increasing. Whether it was ambitious tigers, overly confident boars, or even the occasional overeager monkey, they all came charging in with surprising aggression.

I wondered what was stirring them up. Perhaps my growing presence in the forest was beginning to disturb the local power balance, or maybe something else entirely was at play.

Soon enough, I got my answer.

Roo the kangaroo burst out of the undergrowth with his usual boundless energy, chest puffed out and tail thumping proudly against the ground. Xing Ning had gone out to continue his training somewhere else, so I stood alone on the wide platform of the tree house. The kangaroo struck a dramatic fighting pose, muscular arms raised high.

“YEEHOO~! I, ROO, HAVE COME TO CHALLENGE YOU IN BATTLE ONCE MORE TO PROVE MY WAY OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER IS THE ULTIMATE MARTIAL ART!”

I sighed and leaned on my staff. “You dang kangaroo, you don’t have to prove anything to me, okay? Just go away.”

Roo’s eyes widened in outrage. “LIES! I HAVE EVERYTHING TO PROVE! I’VE SHARED MANY A TALE OF OUR GREAT BATTLE AND NOW THE FOREST KNOWS OF YOUR MIGHT! I SHALL CONTINUE TO CHALLENGE YOU UNTIL I PROVE MY MARTIAL ARTS ARE THE STRONGEST!”

What the hell was wrong with this kangaroo?

I narrowed my eyes, a sinking suspicion forming. “Share many a tale? You mean you’ve been talking around the forest about me?”

Roo postured proudly, flexing his biceps with theatrical flair. “YES! MY FRIENDS AND RIVALS HAVE TAKEN GREAT INTEREST IN THE GREAT STICKMAN WHO FELLED THIS MIGHTY BEAST—”

That was all I needed to hear. This overly enthusiastic marsupial had basically been sending assassins my way by bragging about our “epic duel.” It wasn’t funny anymore.

I raised my staff and calmly cast the spell. “Entanglement.”

Thick, flexible roots erupted from the ground and wrapped around Roo’s legs, torso, and powerful tail, lifting him slightly into the air in a firm but harmless cocoon. Before he could start his usual colorful tirade, I stepped forward and delivered a few solid, measured whacks across his backside with the staff.

“Ow! Hey! OW! You cheating tree-hugger! This isn’t how a proper duel works! My fists demand justice! Release me so I can—OW!”

I kept the beating light enough not to cause real injury, but firm enough to make my point. After a dozen or so whacks, I stopped and crossed my arms.

“Listen here, Roo. If you keep spreading stories about me and sending every ambitious beast in the forest to test themselves against the ‘great stickman,’ I’m going to tie you up and leave you hanging from the highest branch for a week. Understood?”

Roo dangled there, still struggling half-heartedly, his voice a mix of indignation and reluctant respect. “You… you are a harsh teacher, silver-haired stick guy! But a true martial artist never backs down! Though… maybe I can tell them you are unbeatable and they should train harder first…”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Just stop sending challengers. Go train somewhere else and leave me in peace.”

With a final warning glare, I released the roots. Roo dropped to the ground, rubbed his sore rear, and hopped away while muttering dramatic vows about future rematches and the glory of the Way of the Bound Sky Strider. His voice gradually faded into the distance, still full of boundless energy.

I shook my head and leaned against the tree trunk. This world really had a way of turning even the simplest peaceful life into chaos. At least the tributes from the grateful animals made up for the sudden surge of aggressive visitors. For now, I decided to enjoy the brief quiet before the next surprise inevitably showed up.

            

    
        007 Midnight Intruder/s

    
    
    
    
                007 Midnight Intruder/s

I was sharing a quiet dinner with Xing Ning that evening. Tonight I decided to eat meat, something that had appeared among the latest pile of tributes left beneath the tree. A few predators I had helped in the past must have contributed it. I told myself it was only the respectful thing to do. After all, they had offered it freely.

I have to eat this meat.

It should be fine, right?

After all, it was a tribute.

I salivated at the sight of the sizzling strips roasting over the campfire. The aroma made my stomach rumble in anticipation.

While we ate, I made small talk with Xing Ning. “By the way, you mentioned teleportation arrays before. Why couldn’t your sect simply use one to retrieve you? It would save everyone a lot of time.”

Xing Ning chewed thoughtfully before answering. “Teleportation arrays are lost technology, Senior. Very few remain intact, and those that still function are extremely rare and heavily guarded. Even major sects find it difficult to activate them without risking collapse or spatial backlash. Traveling by foot or spirit beast is still the most common method.”

I nodded and took my first bite of the meat. For some reason it tasted strangely off, almost gamey in a way that did not quite match the rich smell. Meh, it probably just needed more salt. Maybe we should buy some condiments from the village next time.

The Hidden Village of Leaf was the closest patch of civilization, something I had learned from the endless gossip of the forest animals.

Hopefully, they wouldn’t mind me buying seasoning from them.

…

..

.

[POV: Li Qing]

Night had fallen over the Hidden Village of Leaf.

Li Qing stood in the modest wooden hall, voice rising with frustration as she argued with her grandmother. “You are selling me off to the Serenity Cliff Sect. Do not pretend otherwise.”

Li Ming, her grandmother, shook her head firmly. “That is not the case at all. I only wish to marry you into the sect. It is the only way for you to sever your ties with this village and have a real chance at life of your own.”

“I want this life,” Li Qing shot back, fists clenched at her sides. “Let me stay here.”

Her grandmother’s expression hardened with weary patience. “You underestimate the responsibilities that come with staying. I only wish the best for you, child.”

“This is unfair!” Li Qing screamed, her voice cracking.

She had thought her grandmother would finally relent, but the older woman only grew more stubborn. Even though Li Qing had reached the seventh stage of Qi Condensation far quicker than any of her peers, her grandmother still insisted on sending her away.

Li Qing drew herself up and recited the village law with sharp precision. “A villager must reach the fourth stage of Qi Condensation by the age of nineteen years old before they are allowed to stay in the village permanently. I am already at the seventh stage. The law is on my side.”

Her grandmother raised her voice in return. “You will marry into the Guo family and become the wife of Young Master Guo Yuti. That decision is final.”

“So what am I? Just a precious flower to be traded away?”

Tears burned in Li Qing’s eyes. She turned and ran, slamming the sliding door behind her with a loud rattle. She wiped her tears away angrily as she stepped onto the balcony. When her crying finally subsided, the unfairness of it all settled heavily on her chest. Her grandmother had never once praised her rapid progress in cultivation. Instead she often gave Li Qing that same disappointed look, as if nothing she did was ever enough. What was wrong with her?

Suddenly, heated voices drifted up from the garden below. It was the Guo brothers, Guo Yuti the eldest and Guo Yimu the youngest.

Guo Yimu’s voice carried clear anger. “You stole her from me, brother. Li Qing should have been mine.”

Guo Yuti laughed coldly. “It was Grandfather’s decision. Stop acting like a child.”

“I was the first one to find her,” Guo Yimu insisted, voice rising. “It is unfair that you get everything just because you were born first.”

Guo Yuti’s mocking chuckle echoed through the night air. “Perhaps Grandfather would have considered giving you the girl’s hand if you had not been so eager to challenge that certain someone to a duel. Instead, you ended up humiliating the entire sect’s name when you dragged that strange silver-haired man into the matter. Truly a brilliant display of talent, little brother.”

Guo Yimu exploded in anger and embarrassment, his face flushing red even in the dim lantern light. “I was only doing it for the honor of the sect!” he shouted, voice cracking with indignation. “That foreigner, that Xing Ning bastard, should have known his place. He had no right to boast about his swordsmanship right in front of Li Qing. He provoked me first. I could not simply stand there and let an outsider show off like that.”

Guo Yuti snorted in disbelief. “Provoked you? He simply demonstrated a few forms and you immediately drew your sword like a hot-headed fool. Now the whole sect is whispering about how the young master of the Guo family was effortlessly tied up by vines and lectured by a silver-haired stranger who does not even seem to possess a sliver of cultivation. Congratulations. You have made us the laughingstock of the outer disciples.”

“I did what any true cultivator would do,” Guo Yimu protested pathetically, though his voice had grown smaller and more defensive. “He insulted our sect by acting superior. Someone had to put him in his place.”

“Someone had to put him in his place?” Guo Yuti repeated, amusement dripping from every word. “And that someone ended up dangling from roots like a common thief while the girl you claim to want watched the entire embarrassing spectacle. Brilliant strategy, truly.”

Li Qing could no longer stand the bickering below. She leaned over the balcony railing and called out sharply. “You two should take your conversation elsewhere. Some of us are trying to sleep.”

The brothers froze and stared up at her with wide eyes, faces flushed with embarrassment. The village was a special place, yet these people were going too far, arguing loudly in the dead of night.

Guo Yuti recovered first and forced a charming smile. “Young Miss Li Qing, we did not mean to disturb you. My foolish little brother was simply being emotional again.”

Guo Yimu immediately stepped forward, puffing out his chest in an attempt to save face. “Do not listen to him, Li Qing. I was only defending your honor. This matter concerns your future happiness, after all.”

Truly pathetic.

Before Li Qing could reply, Guo Yuti’s head suddenly exploded in a spray of blood and bone. She stared in horror, mouth agape. A split second later, Guo Yimu’s head also burst apart with a wet crunch. His fearful expression froze on what remained of his face before he collapsed.

The village alarm bell rang out urgently, its deep tone echoing through the night. Sound transmissions scattered across the Hidden Village of Leaf, carrying frantic words of warning. “The village is under attack. All disciples to arms. Protect the core area.”

Grandmother burst from the room behind Li Qing and shot into the sky on her flying sword. A dark-robed assassin pursued her closely, blade gleaming with killing intent.

“Grandmother.” Li Qing’s voice cracked with fear as she called out.

Through sound transmission, her grandmother’s calm but urgent voice reached her. “Hide, child. Do not come out.”

A pair of flying swords whistled toward Li Qing. She closed her eyes and raised her hands, bracing for pain and death. The impact never came.

When she opened her eyes again, several figures in dark robes surrounded her, their weapons drawn. Above her floated an elderly man enveloped in a swirling formation of swords. It was Guo Yupin, the Sword Formation King and an important elder of the Serenity Cliff Sect.

Elder Yupin quickly handed her a sleek flying sword. “Take this and flee, child. The sword will bring you to safety. Go now. These assassins are after you. You are more special than you realize.”

He summoned more swords around himself just as a dangerous presence nearly beheaded him from behind. Li Qing gripped the sword tightly, stepped onto it, and shot away from the balcony. A few black-robed figures immediately gave chase.

However, villagers soon intercepted the pursuers, drawing them into fierce combat. Part of Li Qing wanted to turn back and fight alongside them, yet she found herself unable to do so. What had Elder Yupin meant when he said the assassins were after her specifically?

Hours of intense escape followed. She knew she was still being tracked, so she never stopped. The flying sword carried her deep into the forest. She had no idea where it was taking her, but she had to keep going.

At some point the sword simply vanished beneath her feet, indicating a terrible fate must have befallen Elder Guo Yupin. Li Qing stumbled forward on foot, exhausted and disoriented.

Suddenly, a glowing mirage of her grandmother appeared before her in the moonlit clearing.

“Grandmother.” Tears streamed down Li Qing’s face as she rushed forward and tried to hug the figure. Her arms passed straight through the translucent form. “Grandmother.”

“This is a consciousness projection technique,” her grandmother explained gently. “There is no time for tears. Listen carefully.”

“I demand answers,” Li Qing said, voice trembling. “What is happening? Why are they after me?”

“You were never truly a member of this village,” her grandmother revealed. “You carry a special destiny. You must survive no matter what.”

Li Qing had always possessed a special ability that allowed her to sense truth from lies. She knew every word her grandmother spoke was true.

She asked the question she dreaded most. “Are you going to be okay?”

Her grandmother deflected with a soft smile. “I will buy you time.”

“Are you going to be okay?” Li Qing pressed again, her voice breaking.

The older woman’s expression grew solemn. “Your real name is Li Ming. Li Qing was my name. I gave it to you.”

Li Qing’s… or in this case, Li Ming’s eyes widened. “Why would you do something like that?”

Her grandmother simply smiled, warm and bittersweet. “Sometimes the wrong names can fool the right people.”

The mirage began to fade.

“Grandmother. Grandmother.” Li Ming reached out desperately, but the projection dissolved into faint sparks of light and vanished completely, leaving her alone in the silent forest.

…
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I woke up feeling particularly annoyed. I smoothed my robes, glad that my gear was so comfortable I never needed to change into sleepwear. I glanced at Xing Ning sleeping peacefully beside me. Sleep had refused to return. It was not because I had too much energy. I could sleep as much as I pleased in this body whether I needed it or not. I simply liked sleeping, trying to make up for every night shift I had endured back on Earth.

I stood up quietly. The movement stirred Xing Ning awake.

“Is there a problem, Senior?” he asked, voice thick with sleep.

“I am sorry for waking you,” I replied softly. “Can you hear that?”

He tilted his head, listening. “I do not get what you mean, Senior.”

“I can hear crying, rustling, and lots of running,” I explained.

I grabbed my staff. Xing Ning sat up fully, already reaching for his sword.

“Let me come with you, Senior.”

“Stay here,” I told him firmly. “It might be dangerous.”

He insisted anyway. “I will follow you. Please allow me.”

I sighed. “Fine, but be careful.”

I activated Wild Shape and transformed into an eagle. Powerful wings carried me high above the canopy. From the air I quickly spotted the source of the disturbance. A single girl was running for her life through the forest, heading straight toward my camp. That was strange. What was happening? Why was the plot coming to me? I had thought I had isolated myself enough.

The girl wore what passed for pajamas in this world. She was severely unarmed while her pursuers looked ominous in their dark robes, weapons glinting under the moonlight.

I decided it was better for my sanity to intervene. I swooped down and landed directly in her path, releasing the Wild Shape as my feet touched the ground.

The woman skidded to a halt, eyes wide with recognition. “You… you are the pointy-eared guy from the village.”

I sighed. “What is happening? Why are you being chased?”

She rushed behind me, trembling. “Please protect me. They will kill me if they catch me.”

Her plea sounded vaguely familiar. It reminded me of the way Xing Ning had begged for protection when he decided to tag along with me.

Moments later, the dark-robed figures emerged from the trees and surrounded us. Their killing intent was thick in the night air.

I planted my staff firmly in the ground and spoke calmly. “Please fuck off my forest. You are not welcome here.”
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                The woman behind me pressed closer, her voice trembling yet respectful. “Senior, they’re all Foundation Establishment cultivators.”

I recalled Xing Ning’s lecture. It was the third major realm of cultivation. They should be powerful enough for sustained flight, advanced techniques, and extended longevity.

One of the black-robed figures sneered. “Not all of us.”

A figure wearing a grotesque demon mask materialized from the haze. His presence matched Guo Yupin’s, which meant he was at least Core Formation. “This doesn’t concern you, hermit. Li Ming, come to us.”

The woman behind me cried out. “No! My name is Li Qing. Li Ming is my grandmother!”

The masked man chuckled softly. “A clever ruse—swapping names to fool our spies. But it ends tonight. The deceiver is already dead. The sell-swords your village hired will soon join her. Don’t make this difficult, Li Ming. Surrender your life, and no one else needs to die. Your village may yet see another dawn if you simply forfeit yours.”

He drew a dark sword from his own shadow, the blade humming with malice as he leveled it at us. “Come now. I won’t ask twice.”

A strange compulsion stirred inside me. The druid within surged forward, demanding that balance be restored. These abominations had to be destroyed.

Druids were natural enemies of anything eldritch, irregular, or disruptive to the world’s order. While their targets could vary from humans, demons, and even angels, one constant remained. They hunted chaos incarnate. Mind flayers, beholders, and other extra-dimensional horrors were their specialty. In Earth terms, druids were pest control for invasive species from beyond the veil. They would exorcise gods themselves if the World’s Voice deemed them corrupt.

And right now, Nevle Drol Diurdhcra, the druid half of my soul was screaming that these people fit the code perfectly.

Why?

That question bothered me. It slowly registered to me as I stared at his sword. That blade… it was straight out of Legacy World Online. What the hell was it doing here? My gaze flicked to the others. They were probably carrying similar items.

I feigned nervousness, steadying my breathing, then spoke with deliberate calm. “Hello. Name’s Wally… or Wo Li, if that’s easier. Shall we all introduce ourselves?”

“This is none of your business, hermit,” the masked man growled.

In a single bound, he appeared before me.

I responded in kind.

“Entanglement!”

Roots erupted from the earth, wrapping around his legs. He phased straight through them and thrust his sword at my chest with blinding speed, only to strike a decoy. My Shedding ability had triggered successfully, passing the combined Dexterity and Wisdom check.

I reappeared right beside him and pressed the end of my staff against the side of his mask.

“Sunlight Orb.”

A blazing sphere of condensed nature energy erupted, carrying radiant and fire damage. The masked man instantly swapped places with one of his subordinates. The spell slammed into the cultivator he swapped with instead, vaporizing the poor cultivator’s head in a searing flash of light and flame.

“Activate the Heaven-Locking Formation,” the masked man ordered, his voice cold and commanding. “Seal the area. Prepare the soul-binding chains. Do not let her escape again.”

I glanced at the woman beside me. “Stay close. I might not be able to protect you otherwise.”

She nodded frantically, fingers clutching my robes. The air thickened with oppressive energy as the black-robed figures moved in eerie coordination. Sinister runes spread across the forest floor like a glowing net, constricting space itself and making escape far more difficult.

I tightened my grip on my staff and scanned the tightening circle. At least a dozen more Foundation Establishment cultivators had emerged from the shadows.

The masked man floated a few feet above the ground, his dark sword humming with void energy. “Interesting tricks, hermit. But you’re only delaying the inevitable. Hand over the girl and I’ll grant you a quick death. Continue this foolishness, and your soul will feed the formation for the next century.”

“Big words for someone who just used his own men as a meat shield,” I shot back.

He didn’t reply with words. Instead, he raised his sword. The formation flared to life, and chains of dark energy shot toward us from every direction.

I slammed my staff into the earth. “Verdant Barrier!”

Thick walls of living wood and thorny vines exploded upward, forming a protective dome around us. The dark chains hammered against it with bone-rattling force. The barrier held, but I could already feel the strain. This formation drew power from something far more sinister than ordinary qi.

The woman behind me whispered, her voice shaking. “Senior… there are too many. Even Elder Guo Yupin couldn’t hold them off for long. You shouldn’t risk yourself for me.”

I kept my eyes locked on the masked man. “Too late. They already woke me up in the middle of the night and turned my forest into a battlefield. I take that kind of thing personally.”

Another wave of chains crashed against the barrier. Cracks spiderwebbed across the wooden surface. I poured more qi into the spell, but I knew it wouldn’t last forever.

The druid instinct pulsed stronger now, urging me to stop defending and start exterminating the invasive species before they could spread any further.

The Voice of the World cried out in pain at their very presence.

I no longer felt like myself. A different version of me had taken over, one with only the goal of making it right again.

I passed through the Verdant Barrier and bolted straight toward the demon-masked man. Chains and swords lashed out at me, but I cast Thorn Whip repeatedly, slapping them aside or shattering them mid-strike.

“Wild Shape: Eagle.”

I transformed into a majestic eagle and shot toward him at blinding speed. At the same time, I unleashed a single Sunlight Orb, tweaking the qi within it to detonate in a blinding flash of light as I climbed higher into the sky, gaining altitude.

“Wild Shape: Steppe Mammoth.”

I shifted into the form of an enormous mammoth and plummeted from above like a living meteor. The impact hit the formation with earth-shaking force. A powerful shockwave rippled outward. Several Foundation Establishment cultivators were smashed flat beneath my massive feet before they could even scream. Bones crunched. Bodies burst. Blood sprayed across the forest floor in dark, glistening arcs.

I reared up and slammed both front legs down again. Two more cultivators who tried to flank me were pulverized into red paste mixed with splintered wood and torn black cloth. Their screams died instantly. A third attempted to flee upward on his flying sword, only for my trunk to whip around and slam him back to the ground with bone-shattering force. I stomped once more, feeling his ribcage collapse beneath my weight.

Thorn Whip lashed out from my sides in every direction as I rampaged. Thorny vines snaked around limbs and necks, yanking cultivators off their feet and slamming them into trees or into each other. One tried to counter with a flaming palm strike. I lowered my head and gored him with my tusks, then trampled his broken body into the dirt.

The masked man shouted something, but I barely registered it. My focus had narrowed to pure extermination.

Another cultivator unleashed a barrage of sword qi blades at my flank. I twisted my massive body and charged straight through them. The blades carved shallow grooves across my thick hide, but the pain only fueled the druid rage burning inside me. I barreled into him at full speed, sending him flying into a tree. He stuck for a moment before sliding down in a broken heap.

I never stopped moving, never gave them time to regroup. A group of four tried to form a smaller defensive circle and channel a joint technique. I reared up and brought my full weight down in one crushing stomp. The ground cratered. When I lifted my foot, only mangled limbs and crushed armor remained. Blood soaked into the soil, and the trees around us seemed to drink it in with silent approval.

One particularly quick cultivator slipped behind me and drove a spear into my rear leg. I roared and spun around faster than something my size should have been able to move. My trunk coiled around his waist and squeezed until I heard his spine snap. I flung the limp body aside like a discarded rag and immediately charged the next target.

By now, the forest floor was littered with broken bodies and torn black robes. The once-tight formation had collapsed into utter chaos. I trampled two more who tried to flee, then whipped my trunk sideways to catch a third mid-air as he attempted to escape on his flying sword. The impact sent him spiraling into the underbrush, where he did not get up again.

When the dust and blood finally settled, only the demon-masked man remained standing. The rest of his subordinates lay scattered across the clearing in grotesque, broken shapes. Some were half-buried in the earth. Others hung from trees, impaled by their own weapons or my thorns. The air reeked of blood and ruptured organs, but beneath that stench, I felt the Voice of the World sigh in quiet relief.

I released Wild Shape and returned to my humanoid elven form, staff still gripped tightly in my hand. My robes were splattered with blood, yet I felt strangely calm. The druid urge had quieted, but it had not vanished. It watched the last remaining abomination with cold, predatory patience.

The demon-masked man stood a dozen paces away, his dark sword still drawn. His posture remained composed, but I could sense the shift in his aura. The casual arrogance had cracked. He stared at the carnage around us, then back at me.

“You… what manner of monster are you?” he asked, his voice no longer quite so steady.

I wiped a streak of blood from my cheek with the back of my hand and met his gaze.

“Just a hermit trying to get some sleep,” I said. “You should have listened when I told you to fuck off from my forest.”

I recalled Xing Ning’s lecture about Core Formation cultivators. They possessed massive energy reserves, true flight, and the power for large-scale destruction. This demon-masked man could still fight back or slip away, but I wouldn’t let him.

The Thorn Vines around us slithered like living snakes, waving between the trees. They were both summoned creatures and an offensive spell in their own right. I silently cast more of them, letting them multiply. Soon, the entire forest around us was alive with writhing vines.

The demon-masked cultivator spoke in a cold voice. “I am Liu Janhong of the Shadow Veil Division. Remember the name before you die, hermit.”

“I couldn’t care less.”

He burst into motion, transforming into a flitting shadow as his sword swallowed light itself. I doubted Shedding would work on him a second time. I let the blade connect.

At the exact moment it struck, I activated Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental. Silver, wood-like texture spread across my body and robes while all manner of flora bloomed over my skin. The form negated the damage from that single attack. Liu Janhong’s sword left only the faintest mark on my cheek. His eyes widened in disbelief.

This shape not only canceled damage from any one strike. Instead, it also massively boosted my nature-based spells. The Thorn Vines now had the texture and hardness of ivory.

I ordered, “Rip him apart.”

The vines surged forward like a living tide, wrapping around his limbs and torso with terrifying speed. Ivory thorns pierced through his defensive qi and tore into his flesh. Liu Janhong struggled, unleashing waves of dark sword energy, but the enhanced vines simply absorbed the blows and tightened further. More vines coiled around his sword arm until the weapon clattered uselessly to the ground. Others forced their way into his mouth and eyes. His screams turned wet and gurgling as the forest itself dismantled him piece by piece. Blood sprayed in wide arcs, and chunks of black-robed flesh fell to the forest floor with soft, wet thuds. When it was over, nothing recognizable remained of the Core Formation expert except a mangled pile of meat and shattered bone.

I canceled the Wild Shape and dismissed the Verdant Barrier that had been protecting the woman. She stood trembling, her face pale, eyes wide with shock at the carnage surrounding us.

I looked at her and asked, “Now, how about a proper introduction?”

“M-my name is Li Qing…” she stammered. “Or… as of recently, I learned it was actually Li Ming.”
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                I fixed Li Ming with a steady gaze. “You better explain to me exactly what is happening here, and you better be honest about it.”

I had no idea what I would do if I had just killed all of those cultivators for nothing. What if this woman who looked so harmless was actually the real villain? The thought made my stomach twist. Forget about a good night’s sleep.

“S-Senior,” she stuttered, slowly breaking down to sobbing.

I sighed and turned away from her. Cry? Really? I guessed it must’ve been bad.

I bent down and picked up the black sword that had fallen from Liu Janhong’s grip. The moment my fingers closed around the hilt, a strange sensation washed over me. I recognized its properties immediately. This was Blackedge Eclipse, a fairly popular sword back in Legacy World Online. Yet holding it here felt deeply wrong. The strange compulsion I had felt earlier had not come from the sword’s appearance at all. It had come from the connection it once shared with the demon-masked man. Now the blade projected faint emotions toward me, something like quiet happiness at being freed from its previous owner. The feeling grew weirder and weirder. Was this sword actually sentient?

I turned back to Li Ming. “What now? I am waiting for an explanation.”

She took a shaky breath, her eyes still wide with shock. “Our entire village was attacked without warning. Those black-robed men came in the night. They slaughtered the guards and… It was terrible.” Her voice cracked, and tears spilled down her cheeks. “I am so worried about my grandmother. She was the one who told me to run. I do not even know if she is still alive.”

I sighed, the anger and adrenaline slowly draining out of me. “You should come with me to my camp. We can talk more about it there.”

Just then, Xing Ning arrived, appearing at the edge of the clearing. He froze at the sight of the bloodshed, his face paling. “Senior—”

He turned to the woman beside me as if recognizing her. “Li Qing?”

I remarked, “Apparently, it is Li Ming now.”

Li Ming seemed to recognize Xing Ning as well. “Xing Ning?” Fresh sobs broke from her as she stumbled forward and buried her face against his shoulder, crying uncontrollably.

“They attacked the village,” she wept. “They killed so many people. I thought I would die tonight. Everything is gone. My home, my family… everything.”

She was a complete mess, trembling and barely able to stand. I placed a hand on Xing Ning’s shoulder. “Bring Li Ming with you back to the camp. Let us talk this over with the warmth of the fire.”

Xing Ning nodded, supporting Li Ming gently as he led her away through the trees. I remained behind, standing alone amid the carnage.

I leaned forward and inspected what was left of the demon-masked man. He had been reduced to nothing more than a mangled pile of meat and shattered bone. The only thing that remained intact was the demonic mask. It was red, with horns and a crying face carved into it. I recognized it as an item from Legacy World Online too. Did this have something to do with the reason I had transmigrated into this world? The thought sent a chill through me.

I sighed and used the bottom of my staff to move aside chunks of flesh. Beneath the remains lay a dark seed. It had developed rather severely, with a small bulb of a flower already forming above it, probably close to blooming. Despite its slight resemblance to plant life, my phytokinesis would not react to it at all. In fact, my druid instincts loathed it with pure revulsion. I had no idea what this seed was, but it was undeniably bad.

“Thorn Whip.”

A single thorny vine ripped the seed apart in an instant.

I thumped my staff on the ground.

“Thorn Whip.”

More thorny vines burst into motion, ripping apart every similar seed I could sense within the bodies of the dead cultivators around me. Now that I had a closer look and a calmer mind, the Earthling part of me could not help but feel a bit queasy at the sheer slaughter I had committed.

“No, this had to be done.”

Druids were never strictly on the side of justice. They were not for good or for evil. They simply represented balance. Of course, a person’s natural alignment would tilt them in certain directions, and I liked to think of myself as someone who leaned toward good.

I used my phytokinesis to bury the mess I had made, smoothing out the torn terrain and invigorating the trees I had displaced during my rampage. The forest slowly began to heal itself under my guidance, the soil drinking in the blood while new growth pushed through the broken ground.

Once the clearing looked somewhat peaceful again, I turned and made my way back toward the camp, Blackedge Eclipse still gripped loosely in my hand. The sword continued to hum faintly with that strange, almost grateful energy. I would have to figure out what to do with it later. For now, answers from Li Ming were far more important.

I saw the tree house and the soft glow where Xing Ning had lit up the campfire again.

The light danced across the wooden platform and the surrounding leaves, casting long shadows that made the night feel a little less oppressive. Li Ming had calmed down somewhat. She sat near the fire, her shoulders still trembling but no longer wracked with violent sobs. Xing Ning was beside her, carefully feeding her pieces of the sweet wild fruits.

Xing Ning looked up as I approached, his expression hopeful yet hesitant. “Senior… I hope you don’t mind me feeding her some of the stores of the tribute you gained from the local wildlife?”

I waved a hand dismissively. “It’s fine.”

I stepped closer and handed him Blackedge Eclipse. “Look after this for me.”

He took the sword with both hands, eyes widening as he turned it over. “Whoa… What is this?”

I could actually feel the blade hum with quiet happiness the moment Xing Ning’s fingers closed around the hilt, like a weight had been lifted, or perhaps like it had found a new companion it approved of. In the game, you could have multiple copies of this sword, but lore-wise, as a legendary weapon, it was considered one of a kind. If we were talking reality here, this was the only Blackedge Eclipse that existed in the whole world, both here and back in Legacy World Online.

I shrugged, keeping my tone light. “Just a really cool sword.”

I turned to Li Ming, studying her tear-streaked face. The strange seeds I had torn apart earlier were still messing with me, stirring a restless impatience deep in my chest, an almost compulsive urge to act. It made me worry about my own agency. I didn’t know something like druidic rage was possible, or perhaps it was the lingering personality of Nevle Drol Diurdhcra bleeding through. Either way, I forced myself to speak slowly and gently.

“Take it slow. There’s no need to hurry.”

Li Ming stopped eating. Resolve flashed in her eyes as she straightened her posture.

“This junior is called Li Qing… or rather, Li Ming,” she said softly. “I was raised in the Hidden Village of Leaf, a place that has long guarded the secret realm known as the Emerald Verdant Forest. Not long ago, the Serenity Cliff Sect, along with several minor sects and wandering cultivators, came to our village for its opening.”

Her fingers tightened slightly in her lap.

“For reasons unknown to me, the village agreed to betroth me to one of their young masters. Yet before anything could come of it, calamity descended. Our home was attacked without warning. My grandmother, Elder Guo Yupin of the Serenity Cliff Sect, and the villagers… they stayed behind to carve a path for my escape.”

She lowered her eyes, her voice trembling despite her effort to steady it.

“During my flight, my grandmother used a secret art to send me a sliver of her consciousness. She told me that I bear an unusual fate… though what it entails, I do not know. She also revealed the truth of my name—that I am Li Ming, not Li Qing. I was never truly of the village. Our names were exchanged.”

A faint bitterness crossed her lips.

“This junior is dull-witted and cannot grasp the hidden currents behind these events, Senior. Yet one thing I know with certainty… those people are my kin. That village is my home.”

She raised her head, eyes shining with desperate resolve.

“I beg you, Senior… please save them.”

She kowtowed deeply, pressing her forehead to the wooden planks of the platform.

It might already be too late. There might be no one left. Moreover, they were utter strangers to me. I had only seen them from a glance and had far too little interaction. The only real connection I had was with Guo Yupin, and even he had tried to kill me with that “receive one strike from me” nonsense. They were basically strangers to me. But… if I had accepted Guo Yupin’s offer back then, answered the call to adventure, could I have prevented this? The thought gnawed at me. No, I wasn’t even certain yet if they had all truly perished.

I placed a hand on her shoulder, helping her rise. My voice came out steadier than I felt. “You two stay here. As long as you remain in proximity of the tree house, you should be safe.”

Xing Ning looked up at me, concern etched across his face. “Senior… where are you going?”

“I’m going to check on the village,” I replied simply, already turning away from them.

“Take care, Senior!” called out Xing Ning.

“Wild Shape: Eagle.”

The familiar surge of power coursed through me as my body twisted and shrank, feathers sprouting across my skin, wings unfurling from my arms. In moments, I was airborne, the ground falling away beneath me as I beat my powerful wings and climbed into the starry sky.

The wind rushed past, carrying the faint scent of smoke and decay even from this height. I oriented myself toward where I last remembered the village was, relying on the sharp eyesight of the eagle form and the vague mental map I had pieced together in my head.

I soon spotted the village below… or what remained of it. My heart sank as I circled once, taking in the devastation. Undoing my wild shape, I descended swiftly, landing on the edge of the ruined settlement with a soft thud. The transformation reversed, leaving me standing in my elven form once more, staff gripped tightly in one hand and a growing knot of dread in my stomach.

All I saw was ruin.

Dead bodies lay everywhere, scattered across the blood-soaked ground like discarded dolls. The village was charred in some parts, with destroyed structures reduced to smoldering piles of wood and stone. The stench of the dead hung heavy in the air, unpleasant and cloying, the night doing nothing to obscure the terrible sight. Embers still flickered here and there, casting an eerie orange glow over the carnage.

“What have you done?” I asked, more to myself in self-blame.

Crows had already gathered above, circling lazily before descending to feast on the carcasses, their harsh caws breaking the silence like mocking laughter.

“Caw-caw! Look at this fat one with a juicy liver, best part of the night!” one of them rasped, tearing into a villager’s midsection with gleeful abandon.

Another hopped closer, shoving its companion aside. “Hah! You always go for the soft bits. Me? I’m claiming the eyes. They are sweet as berries, and they pop so nicely!”

They laughed in that rattling, cackling way, boasting to each other as they ripped and swallowed. “Remember that guard from last time? His heart was tougher than this old woman’s. Tonight’s feast is premium, celebrating the easy pickings!”

A third crow joined in, wings flapping excitedly. “Pass me some thigh meat! You gluttons always hoard the good stuff. This village went down faster than a drunkard in a storm! More for us!”

I’ve never hated the Voice of the World ability more than at this moment. The constant flood of their crude, celebratory chatter grated against my nerves like nails on stone, turning the already grim scene into something almost surreal in its disrespect.

Of course, of course! They were crows, after all, but still…

I couldn’t help myself. I stepped forward, staff planted firmly, and called out clearly, “Hey, you lot up there… Any survivors? Did anyone escape the fight? Or where did the attackers go after they were done here?”

The crows froze mid-peck for a split second, then erupted into louder, harsher caws that sounded unmistakably like jeering.

“Caw-caw-caw! Did you hear that? The two-legged idiot thinks we’re his lackeys!!” one mocked, tilting its head to stare down at me with beady eyes.

“Asking crows about survivors—hah! What a fool. Go peck your own eyes out if you’re that blind!”

Another hopped onto a charred beam, flapping its wings in exaggerated mockery. “Look at him, all serious with his stick. Probably thinks he’s some big hero. Idiot! Idiot!”

I crossed my arms, glaring up at them. “I can hear you just fine, you know. Every word.”

“...”

The murder of crows went dead quiet. For a long moment, the only sound was the faint crackle of dying embers and the distant rustle of leaves.

Slowly, they started whispering among themselves again, voices laced with disbelief and nervous laughter.

“Did… did that hairless ape just talk back?” one muttered.

“You hearing this too, or am I hallucinating from bad meat?”

“Nah, you’re not the only one. Must be the moonlight playing tricks. Or maybe we ate something funny… talking pointy-eared humans? Next, you’ll say the dead are rising.”

“Shut up, you’re making it worse. If it talks again, we pretend we don’t hear it.”

These crows were not taking me seriously at all. I sighed, rubbing the bridge of my nose, but I needed information more than I needed to argue with birds. I raised my voice again, keeping it steady.

“Look, I’ll let you have more of your fill, plenty more if you want. Just point me toward the people who attacked this village. The black-robed ones. Where did they go? Any direction, any clue.”

The silence stretched a beat longer, then broke into another wave of rattling caws and sideways glances.

One bold crow finally hopped closer on the ground, eyeing me warily while still clutching a strip of flesh in its beak. “Caw… fine, big talker. They went east, toward the old ridge path, dragging a few sacks and laughing louder than us. Smelled wrong, like those nasty seeds. Now leave us to our feast before we change our minds about you!”
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                “What do you mean by nasty seeds?” I asked, stretching my senses outward. The moment I did, that familiar druidic impulse surged within me again, hot and insistent, demanding that I purge the corruption wherever it hid.

A wiser-sounding crow, perched on a half-collapsed roof beam, tilted its head and spoke with an almost grandfatherly rasp. “Caw… some of our brothers got greedy, young Silver One. They pecked at the black-robed cultivators, the ones who reeked of death! Inside those corpses were ominous seeds, dark and pulsing like living curses. A few of us swallowed pieces. Now, those fools lie sick in the old shed, wings limp and eyes glassy. Not even the tastiest eyes can fix what those seeds do.”

I followed the source of my growing discomfort, the revulsion in my chest pulling me like an invisible thread. I pushed open the creaking door of a half-burned shed at the edge of the village.

Immediately, a chorus of raucous voices exploded from the rooftops and nearby branches.

“Look at that! Pointy-ears is poking around again!”

“Hah! What’s the stick-wielding freak doing now? Snooping in our turf?”

“Oi, long-nosed tree-hugger! That’s our spot! Go find your own food!”

I ignored the barrage of names and stepped inside. In front of me were over a dozen crows lying pathetically on their backs, wings sprawled open like broken fans. Their beady eyes were half-lidded and unfocused. A crow followed me in, perching boldly on the edge of the doorframe.

“They’ve been like that since they ate those nasty seeds,” the perched crow explained, voice low. “Won’t move, won’t caw. Just breathing funny.”

I walked deeper into the shed. More crows gathered on my shoulders and along the edges of the roof, their claws pricking lightly through my robes.

“What’s the big-eared one doing now?” one whispered curiously.

“Oi, don’t disturb our stupid brothers! They’re resting!”

“Shh, maybe he’s here to steal our food. Typical two-legs.”

“Look at him, all serious. Bet he thinks he can fix them with his shiny stick. Hah!”

“Quiet, featherbrain, or he’ll turn you into a nest ornament!”

There were over a dozen of them in total, seemingly comatose and reeking of that same unnatural corruption I had felt earlier.

“Lifepulse,” I intoned softly.

A gentle wave of verdant energy washed over the fallen crows. Their bodies twitched as the healing-over-time effect took hold.

The newly roused crows immediately began crying out in pain and confusion, their voices delirious and broken.

“Caw… my insides… burning… why is everything spinning…?”

“Mother… the seeds… they’re eating me from inside… make it stop…!”

“Everything tastes like ash… I’m dying… I’m already dead…!”

I thumped my staff and cast a spell.

“Thorn Whip.”

Thorny vines erupted from the ground around me, controlled precisely by my will. The crows beside me panicked instantly.

“W-what is he doing?! Those thorns look evil!”

“He’s going to kill us all! Run, brothers—run!”

“Shit! Shit! The pointy-ears has gone mad! We’re next!”

“Calm down,” I said firmly, voice steady. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

The vines moved with surgical precision, piercing the bodies of the afflicted crows, wrapping around the dark seeds lodged inside them, and crushing the foul things into harmless pulp before retracting. Black ichor dripped onto the shed floor and quickly withered away under my phytokinesis.

As for the inflicted crows? They slowly healed from Lifepulse.

I turned to the worried murder still perched on me and said, “These fellows should recover in some time. Give them rest and water. The corruption is gone now.”

The newly recovered crows blinked in confusion, slowly righting themselves and shaking out their wings. They began making idle, dazed talk among themselves.

“…What just happened? Did I dream about flying through fire?”

“My stomach feels… empty. Too empty. Where’s the feast?”

“Brother, you look like shit. Did you really eat the bad seed too?”

“Yeah… thought I was gonna join the ancestors. Everything was spinning like a typhoon…”

I walked out of the shed, brushing a few stray feathers from my shoulder. A crow that seemed calmer than the rest, with deeper, more knowing eyes and an air of gravitas, landed on a nearby post and called out to me.

“Silver One, I thank you for saving my kin. We will not forget this kindness you’ve shown us.”

I remarked simply, “I only did what I think is right.” And in part, my druid instincts had demanded it be done, the urge to restore balance had been almost unbearable.

Just then, a younger crow on the roof started doing a noisy headcount, flapping around in circles.

“Wait… someone’s missing! One, two, three… yeah, we’re short!”

“Was it the idiot one? The one who always steals the best eyes?”

“Nah, you featherbrain, it was the fat one! The greedy bastard who ate twice as much!”

“No, no, it was the loudmouth with the crooked beak!”

“Idiot! The loudmouth is right here. Maybe it was the skinny one who always brags about his dives?”

“You’re all wrong! It was definitely the fat one, he was the greediest!”

I realized then that crows, like most beasts, didn’t seem to have proper naming conventions. I thought back briefly to that certain kangaroo who had actually possessed a name and shrugged. Some things in this world were just strange.

I turned back to the wise-sounding crow. “Could you and your kin help me track the black-robed cultivators who attacked this village? Any help would be appreciated.”

Before the crow could answer, a huge monstrous crow with patchy, shedding feathers swooped down from the dark sky above. Its eyes were bloodshot and glowed with an unnatural, wrong light. It let out a ear-piercing screech that rattled the air.

“CAW-CAW-CAAAAW! HUNGRY! SO HUNGRY! EVERYTHING MUST BE EATEN!”

A crow behind me muttered in sudden recognition, “Oh! It’s the fat one!”

The monstrous crow landed heavily in the middle of the ruined street, wings twitching erratically as it stared at us with pure, mindless hunger. The other crows scattered in panic, but I stood my ground, staff already glowing with verdant power.

A crow called out to the monstrous crow with a hesitant tone, “Hey, buddy, you okay?”

The monstrous crow answered with blinding speed. Its massive beak slammed down like a war hammer, nearly crushing the curious crow into the dirt.

“Verdant Barrier!”

I waved my staff sharply. Thick walls of living wood and thorny vines exploded upward from the ground, forming a protective dome around the smaller crow just in time. The monstrous crow’s beak bounced off the reinforced barrier with a dull thud.

Without hesitation, I slammed the butt of my staff into the earth. “Ironwood Spike!”

A razor-sharp spike of hardened ironwood erupted violently from beneath the monstrous crow, piercing straight through its body and pinning it to the ground. The corrupted bird let out a blood-curdling cry of agony, wings thrashing wildly for a few seconds before its movements stilled and it finally died.

I canceled the Verdant Barrier with a flick of my wrist. The saved crow inside stumbled out, feathers ruffled, eyes wide with shock and disbelief.

An eerie silence fell over the ruined village as the rest of the crows slowly gathered around the now-dead monstrous crow, their usual noisy chatter replaced by solemn quiet.

I felt a pang of genuine regret. This crow hadn’t asked for any of this; it had simply become another victim of whatever foul corruption the black-robed attackers had brought.

“Revive Life,” I uttered, channeling the powerful restoration spell toward the fallen bird.

Nothing happened. The body remained limp and cold. Whatever corruption had taken root inside it had left the crow truly and irreversibly dead, beyond even my strongest life magic.

The crows around me suddenly burst into a chorus of mournful cawing.

“Caw… our brother… gone forever…”

“He was always the greediest, but he didn’t deserve this…”

“Taken by those cursed seeds… when will it end?”

This was terrible, and even the druid part deep inside me mourned the loss of life, feeling the broken balance like a wound in my own soul.

One of the younger crows suddenly flapped its wings angrily and pointed its beak at me. “It’s your fault! You killed our friend with that spike! Murderer!”

Before I could respond, the wise-sounding crow hopped forward and scolded the accuser harshly. “Silence, you fool! This is the way of the world. The circle of life turns for all creatures… sometimes you eat, sometimes you are eaten. The Silver One ended the suffering. Blame not the hand that freed him, but the ones who twisted him into that abomination.”

I found it strange how a mere crow would know about the circle of life, a concept I had always thought unique to druids and nature guardians. Yet before I could dwell on it, indignant fury lit up in my heart. The druid part of me and the old gamer part united at a rare moment, burning with righteous anger at the needless corruption and death.

The wise crow wasn’t finished. It puffed out its chest, eyes gleaming with cold grudge as it addressed the entire flock in a surprisingly powerful speech.

“Brothers and sisters! Kin of the sky, hear me! Someone is responsible for this atrocity. They came in the night, sowed their vile seeds of darkness, and turned our kin into monsters. They must pay! For it is the way of the world! Let it come to full circle! Let it be known far and wide: when you hurt one of our own, we will hurt you back tenfold! The murder of our brother will not go unanswered!”

I didn’t expect the crow to burst off like that. The entire murder erupted into agitated caws, their earlier mourning transforming into vengeful energy.

The wise crow turned its sharp gaze back to me. “Silver One, if you seek those who wrought this evil, we shall lend you our wings and sight. Give the word, and we will guide you to their trail.”

“Thank you, wise crow,” I said, my voice calm but carrying an edge of iron. “Those who defile life and twist it against its nature have already stepped beyond the bounds of nature. Such sins cannot be left to fester. If you are willing to lend me your sight and wings, then I will not refuse. I seek these culprits not for vengeance alone, but to uproot the rot they have planted. No creature should suffer such corruption.”

A faint pause followed before I added, more solemnly,

“Hear me well. From this moment on, I shall stand as your fang and claw beneath the canopy leaves. Where your wings cannot strike, I shall descend. Where your cries cannot reach, my fury shall answer.”

I thumped my staff heavily on the blood-soaked ground, feeling power surge through my veins.

“Wild Shape: Tiger.”

The transformation took hold instantly. My body expanded and shifted, muscles rippling with raw primal strength as orange-and-black striped fur sprouted across my skin. Claws extended from my paws, fangs lengthened in my powerful jaws, and the bestial instinct roused from the most primal part of me. A deep, rumbling growl escaped my throat, vibrating through the night air.

Unexpectedly, I was looking forward to this hunt.

I lifted my massive tiger head and roared out a short, fierce speech that echoed with both druidic resolve and cold promise. Despite being in this form, I was strangely able to speak through the qi of this world, creating a deep and rumbling call.

“Listen well, my feathered allies! We will hunt down these black-robed devils who dared defile this land with their corruption. We will track them through forest and ridge, tear through their defenses, and make them regret ever setting foot in this village. Their seeds of darkness will wither under my thorns, their bodies will feed the earth, and their screams will become the new song of the night. Balance will be restored by tooth, claw, and vine!”

The crows cawed wildly in approval, a storm of black wings rising into the sky just above me. They circled once before flying forward, guiding the way toward the east and the old ridge path with eager, vengeful cries.

With a final powerful growl, I bounded after them, muscles surging with predatory energy. The night wind whipped through my fur as the hunt truly began. Whatever awaited us at the end of this trail, the black-robed cultivators would soon learn that they had awakened something far more dangerous than they ever imagined.

The circle of life was about to turn and this time, it would turn against them.

            

    
        011 Terror of the Hunt

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Zhong Zhong]

The night before the expedition into the secret realm was supposed to be one of anticipation, not terror.

Zhong Zhong had joined the gathering at Serenity Cliff Sect’s invitation with modest hopes. As an independent Foundation Establishment cultivator, he harbored no grand ambitions of dominating the cultivation world. He simply wished to live long enough to meet a jade beauty whose heart would match his own, one with whom he could walk the path of the Dao together. To achieve that, survival was paramount. Joining a sect, even a minor one, would grant him resources, protection, and stability he could never secure alone. The open invitation had been a rare opportunity for rogue cultivators like him, who lacked prestigious backgrounds or powerful backing.

The atmosphere at the temporary camp had been festive. Independent cultivators mingled with disciples from minor and major sects alike, all drawn by the promise of the secret realm’s treasures. Many independents, like Zhong Zhong, had never been accepted into a sect due to suspicion or lack of credentials. Sects feared harboring dangerous rogue cultivators. Or worse, demonic ones. A single scandal could destroy an entire sect. Most therefore preferred to recruit mortals and raise them from childhood.

Zhong Zhong’s own path had been different. His grandfather had stumbled upon an ancient martial arts manual in their family’s old storage, and Zhong Zhong’s exceptional compatibility with its techniques had allowed him to reach Foundation Establishment through sheer persistence and talent.

He had expected the most excitement before entering the secret realm to come from the duels between the young masters or the tense standoff between the famed Sword Formation King and a wandering cultivator. Never did he imagine the night would descend into slaughter.

Screams tore through the forest.

“Help! They’re everywhere!”

“Run! It’s an ambush!”

“My arm—ahhh!”

“Senior Brother, save me!”

“Demonic cultivators! They’re demonic cultivators!”

“Kill them! Fight back—argh!”

Cultivators from independent backgrounds, minor sects, and even major sects cried out in pain, ran in panic, fought desperately, and screamed as black-robed figures descended upon the camp like shadows given form. The once-festive clearing turned into a battlefield of chaos and blood.

Zhong Zhong ran.

His stubble was moist with sweat, and his disheveled hair was slicked with blood, some his own and some not. A deep gash across his abdomen wept crimson, and at least one rib was broken, each breath sending sharp agony through his chest. He stumbled through the underbrush, heart pounding, until he could no longer run. Leaning heavily against the rough bark of an ancient tree, he gasped for air, trying to steady his qi.

Rustling sounds surrounded him. Black-robed cultivators emerged from the darkness, their auras cold and oppressive. All of them were at the tenth stage of Qi Condensation, their killing intent sharp as blades. At their head stood a Foundation Establishment expert, his eyes gleaming with cruel amusement as they locked onto Zhong Zhong.

“Well, well,” the leader drawled, his voice low and mocking. “Look what we found. A little rabbit hiding behind a tree. Tell me, rat. Where are the others? The ones who fled this way. Speak quickly, and I might grant you a swift death.”

Zhong Zhong forced a weak smile, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. “I’m alone,” he rasped. “No one else came this direction.”

It was a lie.

At some point during the frantic escape, a group of younger disciples from various sects had gravitated toward him. His superior cultivation base had made him a natural beacon of safety in the chaos. He had led them as far as he could before the black-robed attackers separated them. He could only pray they had found safety elsewhere.

Zhong Zhong spat a mouthful of blood onto the ground and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. His vision blurred at the edges. Above the treetops, ominous black crows circled slowly, their caws echoing like funeral dirges. Was this it? The end of his modest dreams? Dying here, alone in the forest, without ever meeting that jade beauty or advancing further on the Dao?

Gathering the last of his strength, he looked up at the leader and asked hoarsely, “At least tell me… who are you people? If I’m to die, I’d like to have a name to curse in the afterlife.”

The leader threw his head back and laughed, a cold, grating sound that sent chills down Zhong Zhong’s spine. “None of your business, fool. You’ll die ignorant, just like the rest.”

It happened too fast for Zhong Zhong’s fading senses to fully register.

One moment the black-robed cultivators stood ready to strike. The next, a blur shot through their ranks. The head of the cultivator closest to the leader exploded in a gruesome splash of blood and brain matter, deep sword-like gashes slicing across what remained of his face.

The leader’s eyes widened. “Ambush! Formation—protect the perimeter! Kill the intruder first!”

But before his subordinates could react, thick thorny vines erupted violently from the earth beneath their feet, wrapping around legs and torsos with crushing force. An orange-and-black blur moved between them like lightning, too swift for the eye to follow.

Zhong Zhong’s vision swam. He struggled to circulate qi to his eyes, forcing clarity. When the haze lifted, his breath caught in his throat.

A majestic tiger stood among the fallen enemies.

Its fur gleamed with vibrant orange and deep black stripes that seemed to ripple with power. Muscles corded beneath its sleek coat as it moved with lethal grace. The tiger made short work of the black-robed attackers, its claws and fangs tearing through flesh and bone with terrifying ease. One swipe of its massive paw crushed the skull of a Qi Condensation cultivator as if it were a fragile melon. Another paw lashed forward, ripping out the throat of the Foundation Establishment leader in a spray of arterial blood. The leader’s eyes bulged in disbelief for a single heartbeat before the tiger’s paw came down again, ending him with a sickening crunch.

The remaining attackers fell in rapid succession, their screams cut short.

Zhong Zhong stared in awe, his pain momentarily forgotten. The majestic beast was unlike any spirit beast he had ever seen. Its presence radiated both raw power and an inexplicable nobility.

Just above the tiger, the ominous crows grew more numerous, circling lower now, their dark wings blotting out patches of the night sky. Their caws seemed almost expectant, as though waiting for the final act of this bloody drama.

Zhong Zhong’s hand trembled as he pressed it against his wounded abdomen, barely daring to breathe. The tiger turned its piercing gaze toward him, blood still dripping from its fangs. For a long moment, the forest fell silent except for the distant cries of the ongoing massacre and the steady cawing of the crows.

The cultivator who had only wanted a simple life and a chance at love wondered, in that suspended heartbeat, whether salvation or a more terrible fate had just found him.

“Please, spare me,” cried Zhong Zhong.

Without a sound, the tiger took a single, graceful step closer. It lowered its head slightly and made a subtle gesture with one bloodied paw, tracing a slow arc in the air as if drawing upon the unseen energies of the forest itself.

A warm, vibrant pulse of green light bloomed from the tiger’s body, soft and radiant like the first light of spring. The energy flowed outward in gentle waves, washing over Zhong Zhong’s broken form. Where it touched, the pain began to recede. The deep gash across his abdomen knit itself closed with astonishing speed, the torn flesh sealing without scar. His cracked rib realigned with a faint, painless click, and the bruises and cuts scattered across his body faded away as if they had never existed. Even the fatigue that had weighed heavily on his meridians lifted, replaced by a refreshing surge of vital qi that coursed through his dantian like a clear mountain stream.

Zhong Zhong gasped, his trembling hand falling away from his now-healed stomach. He stared down at himself in disbelief, flexing his fingers and taking a deep, unobstructed breath. The blood that had stained his robes remained, but the wounds beneath were gone. Strength returned to his limbs, and his previously hazy vision sharpened once more.

He looked up at the tiger, awe and caution warring in his chest. “You… you healed me?” he whispered, his voice hoarse from the earlier ordeal. “Why? What are you?”

…
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[POV: Kang Xinyi]

The black-robed cultivators moved through the forest like a tide of death.

“Shadow Veil Division! Leave none alive!”

“Slaughter them all! For the Division!”

“Kill every last one—make sure no one escapes to report back!”

Their voices rang out coldly as they cut down cultivators left and right, blades flashing in the moonlight. The once-festive camp had become a slaughterhouse.

Kang Xinyi led the assault from above, his Core Formation aura suppressed but still radiating overwhelming pressure. Dozens of Foundation Establishment experts answered directly to him, and beneath them swarmed hundreds of Qi Condensation practitioners. Their sheer numbers turned the operation into what was effectively a small-scale invasion. To avoid drawing the attention of the Hidden Village of Leaf, a continental-spanning organization whose wrath could erase entire sects, they had to be utterly thorough. No witnesses could be allowed to survive.

Through sound transmission, Kang Xinyi’s cold voice reached every subordinate at once. “Leave no witness behind. Not a single soul. If even one escapes, the Hidden Village will descend upon us all.”

He swooped down from the treetops, using his natural flight ability to zigzag between ancient trees with lethal precision. His sword sang through the air, and in a single pass, over a dozen heads tumbled to the blood-soaked ground.

A impatient Foundation Establishment cultivator from the enemy side broke formation, leaping onto her flying sword and shooting upward in a desperate attempt to escape or counterattack.

“Fool,” Kang Xinyi grinned.

He released his grip on his sword. The blade shot forward on its own, moving with terrifying speed and precision. In an instant, it ripped the woman apart mid-air, her body splitting into several bloody chunks before crashing back into the trees.

Cries of alarm erupted from the remaining cultivators below.

“It’s a Core Formation expert!”

“Sword telekinesis! He’s using sword telekinesis!”

“Run! We can’t fight someone who has mastered that!”

Kang Xinyi scoffed in disgust. These ignorant swine truly knew nothing. Sword telekinesis was not something one simply gained upon reaching Core Formation. It required deep dao insights into the sword itself, an understanding far beyond mere realm advancement. To them, it looked like a common technique. To him, it was proof of his superior comprehension.

With a casual gesture, his sword blurred into a streak of shadow. It teleported from one patch of darkness to another, appearing and disappearing like a ghost, beheading one cultivator after another in rapid succession. Blood sprayed like rain across the forest floor.

“Lord Kang! I have something to report!”

The voice of Strategist Zheng Huan cut through the chaos via sound transmission.

Kang Xinyi snarled inwardly. “What is it, Strategist Zheng?”

Zheng Huan was a man from the royal court, someone who should never have been assigned to this field operation. His presence was an unwanted complication, and the fact that Kang Xinyi was responsible for the strategist’s safety only deepened his irritation. He should have been out hunting their true quarry, the rumored Shén that their lord had ordered eliminated. Instead, that critical task had been handed to Liu Janhong.

Before Zheng could speak further, his head suddenly burst into a violent explosion of light and fire. A powerful projectile spell struck him from nowhere, killing the strategist in the blink of an eye. His body toppled from the sky like a broken puppet.

Kang Xinyi whipped his head toward the direction the attack had come from, but he saw no one. He summoned his sword back to his hand with a sharp mental command and frowned as he noticed the sky above. It was filled with ominous black crows, circling slowly, their numbers growing by the moment.

Worse still, the forest had suddenly fallen eerily quiet. The sounds of slaughter had ceased.

Using his shadow transposition technique, Kang Xinyi tapped into one of his subordinates’s shadows, vanished from his position, and reappeared in the middle of his subordinates who were still reveling in their kills.

“Regroup immediately!” he ordered through sound transmission, his tone sharp and voice quiet.

The black-robed cultivators quickly gathered around him, finishing off the last of their victims with efficient slashes.

One of the Foundation Establishment subordinates stepped forward, blood still dripping from his blade. “Lord Kang, is there a problem?”

“Just follow orders,” Kang Xinyi snapped. “No questions.”

He attempted to use shadow transposition again, intending to swap places with the same subordinate he just tapped a second ago for better positioning, but the technique failed completely. The only logical explanation was that the subordinate he had left in his previous position was now dead, severing the connection.

Kang Xinyi expanded his superior senses, scanning every shadow, every tree, every ripple of qi in the surroundings. Nothing seemed amiss. Yet when he looked up, the crows were still there, watching silently.

“They’re tracking us,” he declared coldly to his remaining forces. “Stay alert. We are being hunted.”

But when he turned around to issue further commands, he realized with a jolt that he was completely alone. Every single one of his subordinates had vanished.

Before he could react, a massive tiger pounced at him from behind with terrifying speed.

Kang Xinyi swung his sword instinctively. The blade connected, slashing across the tiger’s eyes in a clean cut. Yet the ambush still succeeded. The beast’s enormous weight slammed into him, driving him to the ground.

Thick living vines covered in razor-sharp thorns erupted from the earth like thorny whips and wrapped tightly around his body, pinning his arms and legs. The tiger’s claws raked across his chest, tearing through his robes and drawing deep gashes. Kang Xinyi watched in disbelief as the wounds he had inflicted on the tiger’s eyes healed instantly, the golden orbs restoring themselves in a flash of green light.

He struggled fiercely, channeling his Core Formation power into sword telekinesis. The blade tore free from his grip and began ripping toward the tiger in a deadly dance. But more thorny vines shot up, catching the flying sword mid-air and holding it immobile despite its frantic struggles.

As Kang Xinyi continued to fight desperately against the constricting vines and the tiger’s relentless claws, his eyes widened in horror. He finally noticed what hung above him in the branches.

His subordinates made up of dozens of Foundation Establishment experts and countless Qi Condensation practitioners were suspended lifelessly from the trees, their bodies strangled and pierced by the same thorny whips. Blood dripped steadily from their corpses like macabre rain.

The once-proud leader of the Shadow Veil Division invasion force realized too late that the hunter had become the hunted. The forest, once filled with the sounds of his victory, now belonged to the tiger and the silent crows above.

            

    
        012 Dark Order

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Long Xue]

The ancient forest burned with an unrelenting fury, orange flames licking the sky like the tongues of enraged fire dragons. Thick black smoke curled upward, choking the spiritual qi in the air and scattering flocks of spirit birds in panicked flight. Long Xue stood atop a jagged outcrop, his snow-white robes untouched by the chaos below, his long black hair swaying gently in the heated wind. His subordinates moved like shadows through the inferno, herding their quarry toward the sheer mountainside.

“Stubborn to no end,” Long Xue murmured, feeling bored at the moment.

He took a single step forward, and space itself folded around him. In the blink of an eye, he reappeared beside a trail of bloodstained earth littered with the broken bodies of his own men. Deep sword slashes marred the ground and trees, each cut infused with lingering sword intent that still hummed with deadly sharpness. The work of the Sword Formation King, without a doubt. Long Xue had studied his target thoroughly; in a matter of such grave importance, no detail could be overlooked.

“To think he could still move so much after his core was destroyed and his arm was severed,” Long Xue said softly, gazing at the carnage. “He had a warrior’s spirit. It is unfortunate to see it go to waste, but alas… I have a job to do.”

With another casual step, the world blurred. Long Xue now stood high upon the mountainside, overlooking the foot of the peak where jagged rocks met scorched woodland. The privilege of traversing vast distances with mere intent alone was one of the many boons granted to a Nascent Soul cultivator. Few below his realm could hope to escape once his gaze had locked upon them.

A ripple in the spiritual qi announced the arrival of another. Guo Yupin materialized at the base of the mountain, his body drenched in blood, an elderly woman slung across his back. Several swords floated protectively around the old swordsman, their edges trembling with barely contained rage. Guo Yupin glared upward, his face twisted in defiance.

“You are late,” Long Xue stated plainly.

Guo Yupin spat a mouthful of blood. “I really have terrible luck lately. I wish it brushes on you, so that you may suffer a terrible death.”

Long Xue’s lips curved into a faint, cold smile. “Leave the old woman behind, and I shall spare you and your sect.”

“I don’t trust a word you say—”

“And you just lost an eye.”

Before Guo Yupin could react, his left eye exploded in a spray of blood and gore. The severed organ now rested delicately between Long Xue’s fingers, still warm and twitching with residual qi. Guo Yupin dropped to one knee with a guttural cry, the sudden motion jolting the old woman awake. She coughed violently, flecks of blood staining her pale lips.

Long Xue regarded her with mild interest. “She’s done for, Guo Yupin. I suggest you leave her to me. It is not too late just yet.”

The old woman lifted her head, her eyes burning with hatred despite her weakened state. “Who… do you work for?”

“That is none of your business,” Long Xue replied indifferently. “I must say, I was expecting more. The Hidden Village of Leaf, or should I say… the secret order of the Willow Tree? A branch leader like you is only at the Core Formation realm. This is truly disappointing. I suppose it must be true that your organization has been declining for years.”

Shock flashed across the old woman’s face. “H-How much do you know?”

“Apparently, not enough,” Long Xue continued, his tone almost conversational. “We were so convinced that you were the Shén we were looking for. It was a clever ruse, swapping names with the true Shén and keeping her close to you. That way, any divination attempts would be misled, and even if spies were deployed, you could react swiftly to hide her. In this case, we succeeded on both fronts. Not to mention, we caught you so off guard that no amount of preparation could stand against me.”

He paused, letting the weight of his words settle like falling snow.

“By now, my subordinate should have tracked the real Shén and should be bringing her here. Now, don’t make this difficult. There are only two surviving Shén since the Age of Supremacy. Where’s the other one?”

The old woman pushed herself away from Guo Yupin, her frail body trembling as she coughed up another mouthful of dark blood. Poison coursed through her meridians like venomous snakes, yet she lifted her chin with unyielding defiance, her eyes blazing with righteous fury.

“How do you know all of this!? Just who are you?” she demanded, voice hoarse but steady.

Long Xue regarded her with faint amusement, his expression unchanging. “A cultivator.”

In his mind, the truth was far simpler and far colder. A Shén was a god-like existence, intimately connected to the Heavenly Dao itself, blessed with the rare privilege of creation. In other words, an invaluable resource. One that could not be allowed to remain hidden or wasted.

“What do you want with my granddaughter?” asked the old woman.

“We will grind her into pills,” Long Xue declared calmly, as though discussing the weather. “Her flesh, blood, and bones will provide unparalleled methods of ascension for our members. We will take care of her far better than your pathetic village ever could. She shall be fed the finest spirit fruits, protected by the strongest arrays, spoiled with treasures beyond imagination, and given everything she could possibly need. And in turn, we will use her as we see fit. With the ancient spells at our disposal, it will be nearly impossible for her to perish, no matter how many times we extract from her.”

The old woman shook with uncontrollable rage. Despite her grievously injured state, she stirred the surrounding spiritual qi into a turbulent vortex, her voice cracking like thunder. “HOW DARE YOU!? THAT’S MY GRANDDAUGHTER!”

Long Xue shook his head slowly. “No. You fashioned yourself as her grandmother, gained her trust, and manipulated her into a role she was never meant to bear. A Shén is a lofty existence… something to be worshipped and revered, not hidden away like a shameful secret. Your village and your organization’s misguided ideals have sullied her. Not only have you wasted her boundless potential, but the limitless possibilities she represented for the future of cultivation itself.”

He paused, his gaze turning contemptuous. “I suppose the Hidden Village of Leaf has truly fallen. You could not even summon a single Nascent Soul cultivator or higher to protect her. That is to be expected, after the constant losses you suffered while defending the pathetic weaklings of this continent. You bled your most capable practitioners dry against invading forces from other continents. The era of the Hidden Village of Leaf is no more.”

A cruel smile touched Long Xue’s lips as he spread his arms slightly, voice ringing with triumphant declaration. “Now, I proudly proclaim that this continent truly belongs to—”

He stopped mid-sentence.

The raging flames that had engulfed the forest suddenly flickered and died, extinguished as though a vast hand had smothered them. At the same time, the spiritual signatures of dozens of his subordinates vanished in rapid succession, snuffed out like candles in a storm.

Guo Yupin, still kneeling and clutching his ruined eye socket, rasped urgently, “We should go, Elder—”

In a blur of motion, Long Xue appeared before the old swordsman. With a single casual swipe of his hand, spiritual energy condensed into a razor-sharp blade that sliced through Guo Yupin’s neck as easily as cutting through silk. The head tumbled to the ground, eyes still wide with shock, while the body collapsed in a heap.

“Now that I’ve gotten rid of the nuisance,” Long Xue said softly, turning back to the old woman, “I suppose I have to deal with you as well. I can extract the answers I need from this unexpected intruder instead. I must say, I did not expect your village to still possess this much hidden strength.”

The old woman stared at him in genuine confusion, her face pale and streaked with blood. “What… are you talking about?”

Long Xue sighed, a trace of impatience entering his voice. “There is no need to play the fool—”

He swept his hand once more. Another flash of condensed qi severed her head cleanly from her shoulders. The elderly woman’s body crumpled beside Guo Yupin’s, her final expression frozen in bewilderment.

Long Xue turned his gaze skyward. Dark crows had begun to gather in ominous clusters, circling silently above the scorched battlefield. Their caws echoed like mocking laughter through the sudden, unnatural quiet.

From between the charred trees emerged a majestic tiger, its fur shimmering with strange power. In the next instant, the beast transformed into a swirl of spiritual energy, revealing a silver-haired man with sharp, pointed ears and piercing eyes. He carried an aura of ancient wilderness, yet his posture spoke of weariness.

The newcomer looked down at the two fresh corpses at Long Xue’s feet, his voice low and laced with both exhaustion and lament. “It looks like I am too late.”

Long Xue studied the silver-haired man carefully, his Nascent Soul perception sweeping over the intruder without restraint. A faint smile returned to his face, cold and calculating.

“Too late for what, exactly?” he asked, his tone deceptively mild. “And who might you be, to dare interrupt the Dark Order’s affairs on this continent?”
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I tilted my head, a low chuckle escaping my lips as I repeated his words with a hint of mockery. “Dark Order? Is that the name of your organization?”

The man before me radiated an unnatural calm, his presence sharp and alien compared to the cultivators I had slain earlier. Having casually beheaded Guo Yupin and the old woman without breaking a sweat, this man’s power clearly surpassed the Core Formation realm.

This could be serious. Yet the blood thirst still burned hot in my veins. The metallic tang of my victims lingered on my tongue, and I could still taste the warm flesh between my canines from when I had hunted those black-robed cultivators in my tiger form, tearing through them with fang and claw.

Above me, the crows circled and cawed with raucous glee, their voices a chaotic chorus only I could fully understand in this moment of heightened senses.

“Kick his ass, pointy ears! Tear the pretty boy apart!” one screeched.

“Show him the wild’s fury!” another added.

A particularly helpful old crow fluttered lower, croaking usefully, “He moves like lightning, fast as thought itself. Calls himself Long Xue. Be careful, Silver One!”

My druidic instincts roared louder than the crows. Slaughter this aberration. End him before he could further desecrate the natural order.

I planted my gnarled wooden staff into the scorched earth and activated Druidic Insight, letting the ancient primal knowledge of leaf, root, and beast flow through me. It was often unreliable, a hit or miss woven from the whispers of the wild itself, but I seized every scrap it offered. The more advantages I held, the surer this man’s death would be.

The insight bloomed in my mind like unfolding vines, allowing me to learn so much about him.

"I can see through you."

I decided to use it all for theatrics, summoning the inner role-player within me.

“Long Xue of the so-called Dark Order,” I called out, my voice calm yet carrying across the ashen clearing, each word striking like a hammer upon still water as I thumped my staff in every punctuation. “Your robes whisper of shadow qi. Thin as mist, yet stubborn as rot. A dual affinity for shadow and water… how fitting. Concealment, misdirection, the art of striking where eyes cannot follow. Even now, those unseen threads coil at your fingertips, trembling with intent. Hidden weapons, subtle traps—methods of a butcher who fears the battlefield. Your movements betray you further. Every step, every breath… refined for precision, not power. Dexterity is your pride, is it not?”

I let the silence stretch, a faint smile tugging at my lips as my gaze sharpened.

“And yet, for all your so-called mastery… you are hollow in ways far more pitiful. Two hundred and eighty years since you last touched a woman, and even that moment slipped through your grasp like sand. In truth, you are but a withered husk in that regard, unfit for such pursuits. Perhaps you favor other company… or perhaps you are simply incapable of desiring any at all.”

My tone turned colder, edged with ridicule.

“And mortal pleasures? Five centuries have passed since you last tasted even the simplest meal. Tell me, Long Xue… have you truly transcended such desires—”

I took a step forward, eyes glinting with quiet contempt.

“—or have you merely forgotten what it means to be human?”

I thumped my staff into the ground again with each punctuated word, and with every strike, a radiant Sunlight Orb bloomed into existence, warm and golden, floating and rotating slowly around my body like miniature suns banishing the lingering darkness.

Long Xue let out a low scoff, the sound dry as withered leaves. His sleeves did not stir, yet the air around him seemed to tighten.

“So much prattle,” he said coldly. “Petty tricks and shallow insight. You think such crude probing can shake me? Childish. Beneath me.”

“You misunderstand,” I replied evenly. “I never intended to shake you.”

His eyes narrowed at once, a trace of killing intent leaking into the air.

“Hmph. A silver-tongued cur,” Long Xue sneered. “Daring to posture before me with borrowed wit. You parade a few scraps of perception and think yourself profound? At best, you are a street dog barking at the heavens. At worst… an ignorant fool courting death. Do not feign innocence. Every word you spoke was meant to provoke. Or do you take me for a blind cripple, unable to see through such laughable schemes?”

“Yeah, you got it right,” I laughed. “Virgin cocksucker!”

I unleashed the dozens of Sunlight Orbs orbiting me. They shot forward in a brilliant cascade of golden light, nature’s wrath blazing across the scorched clearing like a second sun.

Long Xue’s eyes widened for a split second before his form blurred, shadow and water qi twisting around him in a defensive veil. Explosions of radiant energy ripped through the air, vaporizing rocks and turning ash to glass. I felt several orbs connect, searing flesh and drawing a sharp hiss from Long Xue. He reappeared ten paces away, robes singed, one cheek blistered, yet his killing intent only sharpened. “Insolent worm—”

Before he could finish, the ground beneath him erupted. Vines thick as pythons, infused with primal druidic fury, surged upward to ensnare his legs. My heart pounded with savage joy as I prepared the next strike.

I grinned through the adrenaline, staff raised high. “Run along, pretty boy. It won’t be fun, otherwise.”

            

    
        013 Spirit World Tree

    
    
    
    
                With the forest as our witness, we battled.

Long Xue appeared to my left in a flicker of mist, the telltale shimmer of short-distance teleportation betraying his move before he even fully materialized. I didn’t hesitate. “Take him,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the adrenaline surging through my veins. “Rip, destroy, and reduce him to waste until there’s nothing left.”

Several Thorn Whips burst into motion, lashing out with barbed fury to ensnare him. Vines thick as my arm whipped through the air, aiming to bind his limbs and roots digging into the soil for leverage.

But Long Xue merely flexed his fingers with casual grace. Thin strings of water qi sliced through my whips like razors through silk, severing them cleanly. Droplets of severed vine sap splattered across the undergrowth.

“Plant beats water, idiot,” I muttered under my breath, drawing on my phytokinesis for finer control. New Thorn Whips surged from the ground and from my staff, weaving a denser barrier that absorbed the incoming water blades. The liquid qi hissed and steamed as my plants drank it in greedily, converting the attack into harmless nourishment. I didn’t even need to waste another spell.

Long Xue appeared to my right in another blink, but a quick perception check revealed the faint distortion in the air. It was an illusion. The real threat was behind me. The fact that I still beat him in raw stats brought me a small, grim comfort.

I thumped my staff hard against the earth. “Ironwood Spike!”

A massive spike of reinforced, iron-hard wood erupted from the ground directly behind me. It earned a startled grunt from Long Xue as he barely twisted away in time. The enormous spike grazed his cheek instead of puncturing his torso, drawing a thin line of blood that trickled down his jaw.

He laughed, a rich, genuine sound that echoed through the canopy. “Marvelous. Introduce yourself, cultivator of the leaf!”

Since he wanted to talk, I decided to indulge the question that had been gnawing at me since this mess began. “The seeds. Where did you get them?”

A bored look crossed his face, as if I had just asked the most obvious thing in the world. “Now, this is just disappointing. You should know the answer. After all, your village was the reason these things exist.”

He placed one hand over his chest, right where I could sense the nasty seed pulsing with corrupt energy. “A powerful tool, suitable for cultivation, and to refine as a sacred treasure. What did they do with it? They abandoned it, which almost caused its species’ extinction. Why? Because of their damn rules. No grace at all.”

I sighed, exasperated. “My village? I am sorry, but I have no village. The Hidden Village of Leaf is unrelated to me.”

Long Xue threw his head back and laughed again, louder this time. “Is that so? Perhaps you can enlighten me. What are you doing here, then?”

I tightened my grip on my staff, the living wood warm and responsive in my palm. “I have a list. One, your people disturbed my good night’s sleep. Two, a pitiful crying girl asked me to save her people, and now, obviously, it seems I’ve failed. Three, that nasty seed inside you is upsetting the balance, and keeping the balance is part of my whole identity. I am going to purge it from you.”

Through my Druidic Insight, I could feel the true nature of the seed. It was a parasitic thing that twisted life force into something foul, feeding on its host while promising power. It reeked of wrongness, like rot hidden beneath blooming flowers.

Long Xue’s eyes narrowed with amusement. “You claim to be not of the village, but what difference does it make? Like them, you lack grace—”

I cut him off sharply. “That thing is polluting your mind, feeding on your soul, and its mere presence distorts the circle of life. There’s a greater balance in the world that must be kept. Things like good and evil have nothing to do with it. Co-existence ultimately is about finding the middle, and only in harmony can there be true peace.”

The druidic part of me was speaking now, the ancient instincts woven into my soul urging me to restore order. But I wasn’t wrong. My Druidic Insight had revealed exactly that much.

I leveled my staff at him. “You didn’t answer my question. Where did these seeds come from?”

Long Xue’s smirk faded, the faintest trace of it vanishing like mist. His voice dropped, carrying a weight that made the surrounding trees rustle uneasily.

“From the end of all.”

Long Xue suddenly vanished, trying to get the jump on me with another one of his slippery teleportations. I didn’t wait to see where he would reappear. “Entanglement,” I cast, and thick roots burst from the earth to my right, snaking upward with vicious speed. They caught him mid-materialization, wrapping around his legs like iron cables.

“Rip him apart,” I ordered coldly.

The Thorn Whips that had been waiting in the canopy and undergrowth burst into motion, lashing toward him with barbed hunger. But the moment they struck, Long Xue’s body exploded into a cloud of mist. Thin, razor-sharp strings of water qi wrapped around my throat from behind.

“Farewell,” he whispered, voice dripping with mock courtesy as the strings tightened like a garrote.

My Shedding ability activated. The ‘me’ that stood there was beheaded in a spray of illusory sap and leaves. The decoy withered instantly, crumbling into a pile of dead foliage as I slipped away, reappearing just beside the real Long Xue with my staff already pointed at his head at point-blank range.

“Sunlight Orb.”

A blazing sphere of condensed solar energy erupted from the tip of my staff. His head burst into mist once more, but even as it did, another figure materialized from behind the fading illusion I just killed. A cerulean sword, gleaming with lethal water qi, thrust straight toward my abdomen.

Did he think I had a dantian or core like cultivators? I almost laughed at the assumption. Xing Ning’s lectures about the importance of the dantian flashed through my mind for half a second.

“Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.”

Silver-wood texture rippled across my skin, bark-like armor forming as vibrant flowers bloomed across my body and robe. The sword struck with a resounding thump, but it bounced harmlessly off my reinforced form. The damage was completely canceled, and the initiative swung back to me.

Without hesitation, I shifted again. “Wild Shape: Tyrant Lizard King.”

My body exploded in size and power. Bones cracked and reformed, muscles swelled, and in an instant I became a towering T-rex, jaws lined with serrated teeth the size of daggers. I lunged forward and chomped down on the space where Long Xue had been standing, nearly taking his entire upper body with me.

He barely escaped, teleporting away in a panic. When he reappeared in the distance, he was mostly intact but missing an arm, blood spraying from the stump.

I cast Entanglement silently this time, roots erupting to pin him in place once more.

Long Xue teleported upward desperately, trying to gain distance as he barely dodged the roots, but I was ready. I let the Thorn Whips surge forward, consciously amplified by my phytokinesis. Over the course of hunting down his subordinates, I had been seeding the entire battlefield with Thorn Whips. The forest was no longer just a forest; it was my domain from every vine, every root, and every thorn answering my will.

The whips caught him mid-air. He sliced through them with his remaining arm and that strange cerulean sword, but it bought me the precious seconds I needed.

I canceled the T-rex form and Wild Shaped into an eagle in one fluid motion. With a piercing cry, I burst upward, soaring past him on powerful wings. As I cleared his position, I drew in a deep breath of qi and roared the next transformation.

“Wild Shape: Steppe Mammoth!”

My body ballooned into an enormous prehistoric behemoth, gray hide thick as armor plating, tusks like ancient spears. I crashed down on him with the force of a falling mountain, creating a massive crater that sent shockwaves rippling through the forest floor.

I stomped.

“RRRRROOOOOOAAAAAARRRRR!”

I stomped again.

“HRRRRNNNNNGGGHHHH—BOOOOOM!”

And again.

“GRRRRAAAAAHHHHH—CRRRRAAAAASH!”

The ground trembled violently with every impact. Long Xue struggled beneath me, teleporting in frantic bursts and throwing up watery and shadowy illusions to confuse my senses. His thin strings of qi finally managed to bind my massive legs for a few critical seconds, giving him just enough room to slip away.

I canceled the mammoth form instantly and thumped my staff hard against the shattered earth. “Rip him apart!”

Long Xue had unknowingly retreated straight into the thickest concentration of my thorny vines. They surged over him like a living wave, tearing into flesh and qi alike. He screamed as they ripped him apart, slowly and viciously, but he still managed one final, desperate teleport, reappearing several dozen meters away.

He was in terrible shape. Bruises covered what remained of his body, deep lacerations wept blood, and he doubled over, puking dark crimson onto the forest floor. Yet he was laughing a shrill and unhinged sound that echoed through the trees.

“Forget about interrogating you with the knowledge of the Shén,” he gasped between coughs of blood, “I might die like this, huh?”

He was far more resilient and slippery than I had imagined. His subordinates hadn’t lasted even a minute against me, but this man… this was a first for everything.

I studied him carefully through Druidic Insight. The seed inside his chest was beginning to activate, its extradimensional energy pulsing like a cancerous star. It didn’t belong to this world. Its mere presence twisted the natural flows of qi and life force, upsetting the sacred balance that the druidic half of my soul cherished so deeply. I had no idea what it would do if it fully awakened, but I knew it couldn’t be allowed.

In the blink of an eye, Long Xue healed. His injuries vanished completely with bones knitting, flesh closing, and blood drying as if time itself had reversed for his body alone.

He straightened up, rolling his newly regenerated shoulder with a satisfied grin. His laughter took on a darker, more excited tone.

“I guess I should take this more seriously now.” His eyes locked onto mine, gleaming with genuine interest. “Tell me, long ears. Who are you? I must know the name of the one that has pushed me this far!”

The forest waited in tense silence as Long Xue’s question hung between us.

“And why should I do as you tell me?” I asked, staff still leveled at him.

Long Xue’s bloody grin widened, his eyes gleaming with a strange sincerity even as the corrupted seed pulsed in his chest. “When two forces meet with opposing ideals and conflict has to come, the least they could do is to preserve their dignity and know the person they would kill or would be killed by. In other words, it was the decent thing to do… a human thing.”

I didn’t expect him to say such things. The words sounded almost noble coming from a man who had just tried to garrote me with water qi strings. For a moment, the battlefield felt oddly civilized.

I lowered my staff slightly and answered, “I am the mightiest of druids, keeper of balance, listener of the Voice of the World… Nevle Drol Diurdhcra.”

The ancient name rolled off my tongue with surprising weight, as if the forest itself recognized it. I continued to consult with my Druidic Insight even as I spoke. I had fought the entire time like I did in the inherited memories of Nevle as the ideal druid, using moves that shouldn’t be possible in normal combat. Things that could only happen in a cutscene: dropping on him as a mammoth, using phytokinesis for impossibly fine control over my spells. But I had decided it was time for a different approach.

I had always found myself closer to my gamer side.

Long Xue’s expression shifted into something like respect. He opened his mouth to reply, “I am Long Xue, a Nascent Soul realm cultivator in service of the—”

I never let him finish.

“Dark Murky Swamp.”

The ground beneath us transformed instantly. The once-vibrant forest floor turned into a bubbling, treacherous bog of dark, viscous mud that reeked of decay and trapped qi. Trees groaned as their roots sank, and the air grew heavy with oppressive humidity.

Long Xue’s eyes widened in genuine surprise. “What is this? You dare use such a filthy technique after speaking of honor and balance? Have you no shame at all?”

I canceled the Dark Murky Swamp with a flick of my will, the bog vanishing as quickly as it had appeared and leaving the ground soft and treacherous. I recalled a glitch back in Legacy World Online where you’d get stuck between the map if you did this exact sequence. It was patched later on and turned into a proper combo spell.

“Entanglement.”

Thick roots burst from the softened earth in every direction, leaving no room for error. They surged like living spears, wrapping around anything in their path.

Long Xue swung his cerulean sword in a frenzy, cutting through dozens of roots in a single sweeping arc, water qi flashing like blades. But when he realized he couldn’t escape them all, he teleported upward and flew into the sky, putting distance between us.

“To think you have no honor,” he called down, voice laced with disappointment. “It seems I expected so much from you—”

“Sunlight Orb,” I interrupted, pointing my staff at him and launching the projectile spell in a blazing streak of golden light.

He cut it cleanly in half mid-air.

“Sunlight Orb.” Another one. He sliced it apart again.

I spammed the spell relentlessly. Smile upon me, goddess of RNG.

And she did.

One of the orbs lit up with brilliant intensity as it scored a critical hit, the golden light flaring with extra power and afflicting a status ailment that slowed his movements for a precious moment. Sunlight Orb was low-cost, and this qi-rich environment replenished my reserves far easier than mana ever had back in the game.

That small window was all I needed.

I activated Nature’s Stride, teleporting through the network of plant life across the battlefield and buying myself precious time. The next spell had a really long casting time, something I was still reluctant to use in the heat of battle because I wasn’t fully comfortable fighting in this form yet. It would take a good couple of minutes before it was ready, time that could be fatal in an intense fight where every second mattered.

A powerful burst of qi overflowed from my body as I uttered the words. “I summon thee—”

I coughed blood as a sword suddenly poked through from behind me, piercing just below my ribs. Two crimson petals hovered above Long Xue like a sinister halo as he grinned triumphantly.

I gritted my teeth and finished the spell anyway, forcing the words out through the pain.

“Spirit of the World Tree.”

I thumped my staff hard on the ground.

The entire forest answered.

Ancient power surged upward from the earth, roots thicker than ancient pillars bursting forth and intertwining into colossal living structures. The canopy above us expanded and twisted, leaves glowing with ethereal green light as the domain of the Spirit of the World Tree took hold. Massive World Tree limbs rose like guardian titans, flowers the size of houses bloomed instantly, and the air filled with the overwhelming presence of primal nature itself.

Long Xue’s eyes widened as the battlefield transformed completely around us, his teleportation flickering uncertainly as the World Tree’s domain began to suppress his water qi and restrict his movements.

The forest was no longer just watching.

It had become my weapon, my fortress, and my judgment.

And in that moment, with blood dripping from my side and the Spirit of the World Tree rising behind me like a living god, I finally felt the full weight of the existence known as Nevle Drol Diurdhcra.

“And I will strike thee down with the fury of the heavens and the wrath of the earth, for thou hast disturbed the sacred balance!”

Power surged through me as I activated Wild Shape once more. My body shifted and refined under the World Tree’s blessing, transforming into something far greater than a mere Primal Nature Elemental. I had become a Primal Nature Spirit, a Fairy King straight out of legend. A crown of living twigs rested upon my head, my skin turned to flawless porcelain ivory, a flowing silver mane cascaded down my back, and ethereal butterfly-like wings shimmered behind me.

I leveled my gaze at Long Xue and spoke with quiet finality.

“In other words… you are dead.”

            

    
        014 My Conviction

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Long Xue]

Long Xue’s blood ran cold and his voice trembled.

“S-So much power.”

The creature that stood before him was no longer anything resembling a cultivator. Ivory skin glowed like polished bone under the World Tree’s sickly light. A crown of twisted twigs sat upon its silver-maned head, and those shimmering butterfly wings unfolded with a soft, mocking flutter. Its eyes were ancient, pitiless, and held the calm certainty of a predator that had already won.

He refused to accept it.

Long Xue poured every ounce of his Nascent Soul power into motion. Water qi exploded outward in a storm of razor threads, teleporting in frantic bursts, illusions multiplying until the air itself seemed to bleed. He struck from every angle at once, sword flashing, seed pulsing wildly in his chest like a second heart. Each attack should have ended it. Each should have carved the monster apart.

None of them touched it, even his shadow qi failing to hide him anymore.

The monster simply drifted, wings barely moving, and every slash dissolved into harmless mist against an invisible wall of living green. Vines thicker than his torso uncoiled from nowhere, wrapping his limbs with gentle, almost loving pressure. Thorns sank in. Pain burst from his every nerve, reminding him he was still alive and still losing.

Terror clawed up his throat. This was impossible. He was Nascent Soul. He had toppled sects, devoured geniuses, bent the laws of heaven itself. Yet here he was, bleeding in a forest that refused to stay dead.

Desperation finally broke him.

Screaming, Long Xue ignited the seed without restraint. Black-red qi detonated from his core, shattering his own meridians in the process. Bones cracked. Flesh tore. He didn’t care. With a roar that shook the heavens, he unleashed his ultimate technique.

“Abyssal Tide Requiem.”

The entire forest vanished in a cataclysm of corrosive water and void energy, trees disintegrating into sludge, ground collapsing into a bottomless black sea. Nothing could survive this. Nothing had ever survived this.

For one glorious heartbeat, the world was empty and silent.

Yet despite all of this, the mirage of the mysterious and ancient tree remained, and the same was true for the monster now staring down at him.

The monster raised a single porcelain hand.

The forest remade itself.

Roots surged upward like dragons reborn, knitting the shattered earth back together in seconds. Leaves unfurled, flowers bloomed, and the tree’s colossal form only grew taller, brighter, mocking. The monster hovered in the center of it all, untouched, smiling with serene cruelty.

It was toying with him.

Long Xue’s vision blurred with rage and horror. He lunged one final time, seed blazing like a dying star, only for the monster to flick its wrist. A single vine, thin as silk, punched through his chest and crushed the seed between its tendrils. The parasitic thing that had promised him dominion over the end simply popped like a rotten fruit. Agony, unlike anything he had ever known, flooded his veins.

He felt his soul tearing free from the ruined body, golden Nascent Soul rising in a desperate bid for escape. He would flee across continents, warn the Dark Order, return stronger…

However, as fate would have it, today was the day he would die.

A hand closed around his soul from nowhere.

Long Xue’s spirit screamed as invisible jaws clamped down, smothering, devouring. He thrashed, but the pressure only tightened, pulling him into a darkness that had no bottom.

When his eyes opened again, he was no longer in the forest.

Cold stone pressed against his knees. Chains of black iron clinked around his wrists. Two towering figures stood before him. Ox-Head on the left with massive horns scraping the cavern ceiling, and Horse-Face on the right with teeth bared in a permanent grin of judgment.

The underworld.

Long Xue stared up at the guards of the dead, his once-mighty Nascent Soul now nothing more than a trembling shade.

“I… No… This can’t be…”

…

..

.

The Spirit of the World Tree slowly vanished, its colossal form dissolving into motes of golden-green light that drifted away on an unfelt wind. That spell had always been a monster back in the game. It was a mana guzzler so severe it could only last ten seconds at most, even with perfect optimization. Yet here I had held it for sixteen full seconds, maybe longer if I practiced.

The buffs, the domain control, the way it bent reality itself… everything felt sharper, deeper, more natural since I had arrived in this world. My powers were changing, evolving in ways the game’s code could never have predicted. The possibilities made my head spin.

Slowly, my Wild Shape unraveled. The majestic Primal Nature Spirit shrank back into a Primal Nature Elemental, then finally released me, returning my body to its original elven form. I stood there in the ruined clearing, chest still heaving from the exertion.

Above me, a flock of crows descended in a noisy, worried swirl, cawing urgently as they circled my head.

“Silver One! You suddenly vanished together with that wicked man!” one cried.

“We searched everywhere, but the forest went silent and empty!”

“We feared the worst that you had been taken to some terrible place we could not follow!”

I raised a hand, offering a tired smile. “I’m fine. Really. It was just a powerful technique. Thank you for worrying about me.”

The wise crow, larger and more solemn than the rest, landed on a low branch and gave a sharp caw. His brothers and sisters immediately quieted. “Enough. Disperse and give the Silver One space. He has earned his rest.”

The murder obeyed at once, fluttering to nearby trees but keeping a respectful distance.

I stared down at what remained of Long Xue. He was little more than a bloody smear mixed with torn cloth and shattered bone. I remembered the moment clearly: how I had torn his spiritual body free from the ether, chewed it between jaws as if he was nothing more than a snack, and swallowed until nothing was left to swallow. If even a fragment had escaped, he might one day return. The thought left a sour taste in my mouth.

The wise crow tilted his head, studying me with those sharp black eyes. “You seemed troubled, Silver One.”

I let out a short, bitter laugh. “It’s that obvious, huh?”

“What’s the problem?” he asked, voice low and patient.

I hesitated, then decided there was no point in hiding it anymore. “I don’t like it… this lack of conviction inside me. Would you believe me if I told you I’m from another world?”

The crow sounded more curious than confused. “What is a world?”

I guessed that was to be expected. A crow wouldn’t have the same vocabulary. I tried to explain as simply as I could. “Everything. The land, the sky, the sea, the place under, the place over. When observed from the vacuum of space, you can see this world as a single whole. That is a world… or so I’d like to believe, depending on how this xianxia place actually works. What I mean is, I come from a different world. One where violence isn’t this blatant, and mysterious powers like the cultivators possess don’t exist. Heck, back home I couldn’t even talk to animals. O wise crow, do you have any advice for me?”

The old crow fluttered down and landed lightly on my shoulder, his claws gentle against my skin. He remained silent for a long moment, thoughtful.

“I don’t understand half the words you say,” he admitted at last, his wizened voice calm and steady. “But if you mean the world is your everything, then you should already know the answer yourself. Even without grasping the greater meaning of your philosophical question, I can answer with confidence: I know my world. If it is the land, the sky, and the sea, then my world must be the sky. Sometimes it is also the land. Rarely, we gaze upon the sea, admiring that entirely different world. My murder of crows is my world, and everything I am now is because of the life I have led. Measly beast or not, the world I see is the one I live. So no, I don’t think I have advice for you. If it is a lack of conviction you fear, then fear not. Conviction comes to those who are willing to believe it.”

He gave my shoulder one last gentle press with his beak, then launched into the air. With a few commanding caws, he ushered the rest of his flock upward. His voice carried back to me as they rose into the canopy.

“We’ve done our part. We guided you to slaughter these offenders. O Silver One, we shall not forget this gratitude. We will continue watching over you from afar.”

The forest was quiet, the kind of silence that presses in after violence. For a few seconds, I simply stood there, letting the weight of what I had just done settle over me. Then, with a quiet breath, I extended my will and used phytokinesis. Vines and roots surged from the soil like living fingers, dragging the bloody smear deep into the earth until no trace remained.

“Are you satisfied now, Nevle?” I asked aloud. No one answered. Of course not. He never did when it mattered. I sighed. “Conviction, huh?”

I had done the right thing. If that parasitic seed had matured and taken over the village, something far worse could have happened. I knew it in my bones. Still, the taste of it lingered, bitter as old blood.

It began to rain.

I could have changed the weather with a spell, but I let the droplets fall on me. There wouldn’t be any real change anyway, and it wasn’t like I could get sick anymore. Not with this body. I stuck my tongue out, catching a few cool drops.

“Man… even rainwater tastes different in this world.”

A world. The word felt heavy. A world was something you lived in, and right now, this moment with rain on my face, the metallic scent of blood slowly washing away, and the quiet guilt gnawing at my chest? This was my world too. The druid in me and the gamer who used to grind quests until sunrise were both part of it now.

I’ve decided.

“I’m going to live in this world.”

It was a choice I didn’t make lightly. Not after everything that had happened since I woke up in this new body, carrying Nevle’s memories and powers like unwanted luggage.

“Did you hear that, Nevle?” I said, louder this time, as if speaking to the empty air could reach whatever was left of him inside me. “We’re going to live in this world now. Let’s give it our all.”

I wanted to experience everything I never could in my past life. Simple things like laughing until my stomach hurt, tasting food that actually mattered, maybe even falling in love without overthinking every consequence. And impossible things too. Flying on the back of a dragon for real. Walking among ancient sages. Seeing magic not as pixels on a screen, but as something alive and breathing.

The consequence of that decision was simple. I had to play my part in this world, no matter how big or small. I was a druid. There were certain things I expected of myself, such as to protect the balance, nurture life, and punish those who twisted nature for cruelty. At the same time, I was still an Earthling at heart, carrying sensibilities that would probably clash hard with the denizens of this world. Living here meant being responsible for my own actions. It meant having the dignity not to run away even when things went wrong.

“Nevle, I don’t know about you, but… this is my conviction.”

I walked deeper into the trees until I found them.

The carcasses of an old woman and an old man, both heads severed cleanly from their necks. The sight hit me harder than I expected. They lay there like discarded puppets, rain already beginning to pool in their open eyes. I knelt and gently placed their heads back beside their bodies, arranging them with as much care as I could manage. My hands didn’t shake, but something inside me did.

Druidism—the old faith—celebrated nature, revered the circle of life, and demanded balance above all. The people who died today hadn’t deserved this. The aggressors had wielded power they should never have touched, corrupting it into something ugly.

What I was about to do would definitely upset the balance Nevle believed in.

“So if you’re still there inside me, stop me now.”

I waited. Nothing. No surge of resistance. No voice screaming in my skull. Just the rain.

I raised my staff. The carved wood felt warm in my grip, alive with latent power.

“Revive Life.”

The spell left my lips like a prayer and a challenge at the same time.

The earth beneath the old woman’s body trembled. Roots and tender shoots burst forth, wrapping around her corpse in a gentle, swirling cocoon of green. Soil and plant life swallowed her completely. For several long heartbeats, the only sound was rain and distant thunder.

Then the plants parted.

She emerged whole again with skin unmarred, neck unbroken, and chest rising and falling with shallow breaths. Her eyes fluttered open, confused and frightened.

Thunder cracked overhead, loud enough to rattle the leaves, as if the heavens themselves frowned at my arrogance.

I didn’t care.

The old woman sat up slowly, touching her own throat in disbelief. “W-What… happened?”

A miracle? I’d dare not call it that. I was neither a god nor the prophetic son of one. I was just… me. Wally. Now, Wo Li. A former gamer who died from truck-kun’s gracious embrace, now playing druid in a world that didn’t ask for him.

“Showing my conviction,” I said quietly.

Exactly at that moment, lightning descended.

It struck me without warning. It was white-hot, blinding, and merciless. Every nerve in my body ignited at once. I felt my heart seize, my vision fracture into searing fragments. Pain unlike anything I had ever known tore through me, and for one terrible second I wondered if Nevle had finally decided to fight back from within.

Then darkness.

I died.

Or at least… I think I did.

The last thing I remembered before everything went black was the old woman’s scream, and the faint, almost amused whisper in the back of my mind that might have been Nevle’s.

“You fool… balance always collects its due.”

But even as consciousness slipped away, one thought burned brighter than the lightning:

“I don’t regret it.”

Not even a little.

            

    
        015 Second Chances

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Li Qing]

The forest smelled of wet earth and ozone.

Li Qing blinked slowly, her fingers brushing against the smooth skin of her own throat. It was a name she had not expected to hear again, Li Qing. Her last clear memory had been the flash of qi and the sickening jolt as her head parted from her shoulders at the hands of that Nascent Soul cultivator. Everything after that had been darkness.

Now she was alive, whole, kneeling in the mud while rain hammered down around her.

In front of her lay a charred man, or what remained of one. His body was blackened and cracked like overcooked meat, wisps of smoke still rising from the ruin of his flesh. Silver hair, singed at the ends, clung to the side of his face. Long, elegant ears peeked through the strands, definitely not human. The same man who had called her by name only moments ago now looked like something dragged straight out of hell.

Li Qing’s breath caught.

She pushed herself upright on unsteady legs as the downpour grew harsher, cold water soaking through her torn robes. Before her eyes, the charred husk began to shed. Layers of burnt skin and ash sloughed away like dead bark, revealing unblemished pale skin beneath. His robes remained perfectly untouched, not even a single mark. Not a single scar or wound marred the body that emerged.

A sage. He must be an immortal sage.

Li Qing quickly lowered her gaze, avoiding any form of eye contact. One did not stare directly at such beings.

“Is there a problem, Li Qing?” the silver-haired man asked, his voice calm, almost gentle.

She swallowed hard, the burning question forcing its way out before she could stop herself. “Who… who are you? And what are you doing here?”

The mysterious man tilted his head, rainwater dripping from his long ears. “I need a bit of a nap first. Look after me for a while, would you?”

Li Qing did as she was told, though every instinct screamed that she should not be here, that this was far beyond the affairs of the likes of her. Her eyes drifted to the side and landed on the headless corpse of Guo Yupin, the trusted ally from Serenity Cliff Sect. How was she supposed to explain this to the Sect Leader? An ally, dead in an instant. It seemed the people who had hidden their claws for so long were finally showing them, and that could spell disaster for the Hidden Village of Leaf.

Perhaps this mysterious sage was a fellow villager? Someone higher in the order? She could not tell. The village’s true higher-ups had vanished long ago, leaving only scattered satellite settlements across the Earthly Heart Continent. Lately, even those who remained had been reducing contact with one another. Everything felt fragile.

Suddenly, the sage stirred and woke.

“So much work to do,” he muttered, voice thick with reluctant determination.

He rose to his feet and walked over to Guo Yupin’s carcass. Without hesitation, he waved his staff and declared clearly, “Revive Life.”

The ground trembled. Roots and vibrant plant life surged upward, swallowing the dead man whole in a swirling cocoon of green. When the earth and vines parted again, Guo Yupin emerged intact, chest rising and falling. His eyes fluttered open, darting around in confusion.

“Wo Li? Is that you?” he croaked. “Did they get you, too? Is this the afterlife?”

So… Wo Li. That was his name.

Wo Li shook his head. “No.”

Without warning, Heavenly Tribulation descended from the darkened sky, crackling bolts of divine lightning aimed straight at him.

Wo Li’s voice rang out, steady and commanding. “Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.”

His form shimmered. His entire essence transformed, skin taking on the texture and sheen of ancient silver-wood, veins of glowing green running through him like living sap. The Heavenly Tribulation struck him full force, yet he endured, standing tall as lightning danced harmlessly across his wooden form.

Guo Yupin’s eyes widened in pure shock. “He… he just took a Heavenly Tribulation head-on? That’s impossible!”

Li Qing suppressed a sigh. She was painfully aware that the old man might lose his mind completely if he learned the full truth that this ‘Wo Li’ had not only endured the tribulation, but had resurrected both of them… and apparently himself as well.

Wo Li tilted his head, looking genuinely puzzled as the lightning faded. “What exactly is a Heavenly Tribulation?”

Li Qing hesitated only a moment before answering helpfully, her voice soft and respectful. “It is the wrath of the heavens themselves, sent to punish or test those who defy natural laws—especially those who tamper with life and death, or cultivate beyond mortal limits. Most who face it are reduced to ash. Only the strongest immortals survive.”

“Good to know,” Wo Li said casually, already turning to walk away. He called back over his shoulder without slowing down, “Come. It’s gonna be busy work. I don’t have all day.”

Li Qing and Guo Yupin stared at each other in the pouring rain, both too stunned to speak. The silver-haired sage with the long ears strode ahead as if he had not just cheated death twice in the span of minutes, leaving them no choice but to follow.

…

..

.

[POV: Guo Yupin]

It was unbelievable, but Guo Yupin was alive.

Not a single injury marked his body. Even his dantian and golden core remained perfectly intact, pulsing with steady spiritual energy as if death had never touched him. This was nothing short of a divine blessing, a second chance most cultivators could only dream of in their final moments. Yet as much as he wished to revel in the miracle, Guo Yupin could not stop the questions swirling in his mind.

Just who was Wo Li?

They roamed the forest for hours, the silver-haired, long-eared man leading the way with quiet purpose. Whenever they found the bodies of black-robed cultivators, Wo Li buried them with careful respect, offering a few seconds of silence and a murmured word of farewell.

But for the others, such as fellow cultivators, innocent villagers, allies, and strangers alike, he showed no prejudice. He raised his staff and spoke the words “Revive Life,” bringing them back from the cold embrace of death without hesitation.

And every time, Heavenly Punishment would fall.

Between every resurrection, Wo Li would pause, breathing heavily as lightning scars faded from his skin. Then they would continue, searching for more of the dead.

Guo Yupin watched in growing awe as a small group began to form behind them. Men, women, and even a few children followed reverently in Wo Li’s wake, their eyes wide with disbelief and gratitude.

Unable to contain his curiosity any longer, Guo Yupin leaned toward the old woman walking beside him and whispered, “Li Ming, is he some manner of hidden expert of your Hidden Village of Leaf? We could’ve used him when we—”

The old woman sighed softly. “From now on, just call me Li Qing, like in the old days. As for your question, you should know better. Wasn’t it you who had a battle of nerves with him just outside the village and nearly caused a commotion about it?”

Guo Yupin shuddered at the memory. He had indeed provoked the mysterious figure, pushing for answers with the arrogance of a senior cultivator. “You think he’s angry with me?” he asked, voice low.

Li Qing stared at him as if he were an idiot. “He wields power over life itself, and he shrugs off Heavenly Tribulation with ease. What do you think? Shouldn’t you be asking a different question?”

Behind them, the newly resurrected began whispering among themselves, their voices hushed but filled with wonder.

“Did you see his ears? So long and elegant… he can’t be human.”

“That lightning… it struck him again and again, yet he stood there like it was nothing. He must be an immortal, a true sage from the ancient era.”

“An immortal who raises the dead? The legends never spoke of such mercy. He has to be a living god walking among us.”

“They say only those who defy the heavens suffer tribulation. Yet he shrugs it off and keeps bringing people back. What kind of existence is he?”

They continued their grim journey through the forest, tracking every corpse they could find. The resurrected ones helped by pointing out where battles had taken place, sharing what they remembered before death claimed them. Discussions flowed freely about where to look next, who might still be missing, and how best to move the bodies without causing further distress.

Every time Wo Li performed the resurrection, Heavenly Tribulation would descend in crackling fury, only for him to endure it with incredible resilience. Afterward, he would rest briefly, then rise again to continue his labor of mercy.

Finally, they reached the village.

The once-peaceful Hidden Village of Leaf lay in ruins. Buildings had been reduced to smoldering timber, and corpses still littered the streets and courtyards. The resurrected cultivators immediately set to work, arranging the dead with solemn care so that Wo Li could reach them more easily.

Guo Yupin heard the voices of his fellow cultivators rise in quiet reverence as they labored.

“Even our Grand Elder couldn’t have done this… Sage Wo Li is beyond anything we know.”

“My entire family was wiped out. Yet here they stand again because of him. I will follow this sage wherever he goes.”

“I died cursing the heavens for their cruelty. Now an immortal walks among us who spits in the face of death itself. This changes everything.”

“He must be one of us… yet he is so much more. The ancestors must have sent him. We cannot let him bear this burden alone.”

The number of dead in the village far exceeded those who had fallen in the forest. The work took days.

Wo Li toiled without complaint, sacrificing his own body again and again. Each resurrection brought another bolt of Heavenly Tribulation that charred his flesh, only for him to shed the damage like old bark and continue. The resurrected slowly grew more reverent with every passing hour, kneeling whenever he finished a revival, whispering prayers of thanks.

Guo Yupin felt the same awe settle deep in his bones.

When his own son, Guo Yume, and his two grandsons, Guo Yuti and Guo Yime, were finally brought back, coughing and blinking in confusion, he could no longer hold back. Tears streamed down his face as he forced all three of them down into a deep kowtow beside him, pressing their foreheads to the muddy ground before Wo Li.

“ Sage Wo Li,” Guo Yupin said, his voice cracking with raw emotion, “this old man apologizes sincerely for the affront I and my family have shown you. I provoked you outside the village like a fool, blinded by suspicion and pride. Please forgive this unworthy one.”

He kowtowed again, forehead touching the earth, tears mixing with the dirt. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for this immeasurable grace. You have returned my son and grandsons to me… you have returned all of us. I, Guo Yupin, will never forget this debt. My life, my family’s lives… they are yours to command from this day forward.”

Wo Li simply looked down at them, silver hair damp with rain and sweat, long ears twitching slightly. He gave a small, tired nod before turning toward the next body waiting to be revived.

Behind him, the growing crowd of the once-dead watched in silence, their reverence deepening with every step the long-eared sage took.

…

The ruined village square had fallen into a hushed reverence as the last of the major resurrections drew to a close. Dozens upon dozens of the once-dead cultivators from major and minor sects, rogue wanderers, and the scattered folk of the Hidden Village of Leaf stood shoulder to shoulder under the clearing sky. Their eyes were fixed on the silver-haired figure with long, elegant ears who had spent days burning his own flesh to pull them back from oblivion.

Sage Wo Li stood atop a half-collapsed stone platform, his staff planted firmly beside him. His robes, somehow still pristine despite everything, fluttered lightly in the breeze. Fresh lightning scars faded slowly across his exposed arms and neck, pale lines that spoke of countless tribulations endured without complaint. He looked exhausted, yet his gaze remained steady as it swept over the crowd.

When he finally spoke, his voice carried clearly across the square, calm yet ringing with quiet authority.

“Everyone who stands here today… listen well.”

The murmurs died instantly. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

“It hurts, living with the scars the lightning of heaven has sent my way. Each bolt you witnessed was only one among many. Every time I called someone back, the heavens answered with fury, and every time I chose to bear it. But I do not speak of my pain to seek your pity.”

Wo Li paused, letting his words settle.

“I ask you instead to be strong. A second chance like this will never appear before you again. Cherish your life. Live. Love. Lose. But then love again, so that you can live. Know that your death was unnatural. That is why I brought you back to life, so you may live the life you were denied. Fulfill your destinies. Complete the circle. Live as you were meant to be.”

His silver eyes gleamed with quiet intensity.

“So that when you die and truly die this time, you won’t regret that you didn’t make that choice. And if you must choose, do it wisely and do so where your heart agrees. At least this way, you don’t have to look back and search for the mistakes you made. You are alive now. Don’t lose it. There won’t be a next time.”

Silence blanketed the square.

All around them, the resurrected people stared at Sage Wo Li with a mixture of awe, gratitude, and newfound determination.

Some fell to their knees. Others pressed their palms together in silent prayer. A few wept openly.

Wo Li gave a small, weary nod, as if the weight of his own words pressed down on him as well.

“Now go,” he said softly, yet firmly. “Live well. For all of us.”

With that, Sage Wo Li stepped down from the platform, his staff tapping once against the broken stone. He offered the silent crowd one final, quiet nod, then turned toward the edge of the ruined village without another word.

As he walked, his body shimmered with verdant light. Feathers of silver and emerald sprouted across his form, his limbs reshaping into powerful wings. In a single fluid motion, Wo Li transformed into a majestic eagle, long-eared silhouette briefly visible before the avian shape took full hold. With a mighty beat of his wings, he launched skyward, soaring high above the treetops.

The resurrected villagers and cultivators watched in stunned silence as the great eagle vanished into the distant clouds, leaving only the echo of his parting cry behind.

Their hearts would never be the same, forever marked by the long-eared sage who had defied heaven itself for their second chance at life.

            

    
        016 Home Again

    
    
    
    
                I’ve never been a believer in second chances. Yet after everything that had happened, I was starting to believe in them. A second life, an isekai, and me resurrecting all those people back to life. Yeah, I wouldn’t have gone through all of that if I didn’t believe in second chances now.

I returned to the center of the forest where my camp was located, marked by the single treehouse standing tall in the small clearing. I let out a screech.

“SKREEEEEEEEEEEEEEE—KREEEEEEEAAAAAAAH!!!”

A sharp, piercing cry that tore through the sky like a blade, echoed across mountains and sent lesser creatures scattering.

Man, that felt good.

I should have died back then when that Heavenly Tribulation struck me. My innate resurrection ability, Rebirth World, had activated just in time, pulling me back from the brink. If it weren’t for that, I would have been nothing but ashes scattered across the wind. The ability cost me an enormous amount of energy and came with a brutal cooldown period that left me feeling hollow for days. I was still glad that the single-instance damage negation from my Primal Nature Elemental Wild Shape had worked perfectly against the worst of the lightning strike. It had saved my life, but damn, it still hurt like a son of a bitch.

The residual pain throbbing through my being reminded me never to underestimate this world again.

I undid my Wild Shape, releasing the eagle form I had been using to glide back. Feathers dissolved into motes of primal energy as I landed lightly on the soft grass before the treehouse. It had been a little over a week since I left this place. Resurrecting an entire village’s worth of people had turned into an exhausting ordeal, especially with the heavens constantly trying to smite me every time I bent the rules of life and death. My body still ached from the repeated tribulations, but at least I was finally home.

“Xing Ning? Li Ming? You there?” I called out.

I couldn’t sense Xing Ning’s presence inside the treehouse. My senses had grown sharper since that brutal fight with the black-robed cultivators. Every rustle of leaves, every distant animal call, felt clearer now.

Li Ming’s head peeked out from the treehouse doorway. She looked like she had just woken up, her hair slightly messy and her eyes still heavy with sleep. “Senior! You’re back! How did it go!?”

“It’s all good,” I replied with a tired smile. “Your village is safe and rebuilding nicely. Your grandma asked me to tell you to stay here a little longer. She said she’d come pick you up herself once things settle down.”

Her eyes lit up with pure joy. In the next instant, she drew the sword at her waist and practically flew down the rope ladder in a burst of excitement. After a few hurried steps toward the forest path, she suddenly stopped, turned around, and rushed back to me with an embarrassed expression.

“I’m sorry, senior… I… I didn’t mean to be rude,” she stammered, bowing slightly.

I glanced at the sword still gripped tightly in her hand. “That’s Xing Ning’s sword, right?”

She looked worried. “Ah, he lent it to me for protection while you were gone. I think he wanted to try examining that mysterious sword you asked him to look over.”

I shrugged. “You can just return it to him later. You must really miss your grandma, huh? Go on, then.”

She beamed at me, gave another quick bow, and in the next instant, she stepped onto Xing Ning’s sword. With a soft hum of spiritual energy, the blade lifted into the air, carrying her lightly above the ground. Li Ming shot me one last bright smile before she soared off the sky, her small figure shrinking rapidly as she flew away, screaming at me.

“I’LL BE BACK, SENIOR! I SHALL ENDEAVOR TO PAY THIS GRATITUDE ONE DAY!”

I let out a long breath. After everything, I felt like I could eat an entire feast of roasted meat. As if on cue, Xing Ning appeared from between the trees, carrying a freshly hunted deer across his shoulders. The Blackedge Eclipse hung at his waist, its dark sheath gleaming faintly. I had to suppress a laugh when I got a proper look at his face.

“What happened to you?” I asked, failing to keep the amusement out of my voice.

He had a nasty black eye and several bruises blooming across his cheeks and arms. He looked comically puffy, like he had lost a fight with a particularly angry pillow.

“It’s that annoying beast, senior,” he grumbled, adjusting the deer on his back. “The one with the long tail. It jumps ridiculously well.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You mean Roo?”

Xing Ning looked surprised. “So that’s what it was called? I’ve never heard of such a species before, nor have I ever seen one like it in any record.”

I clarified with a chuckle, “No, that’s just his name. If we’re going by species, I guess you could call it a kangaroo.”

He looked utterly confounded, tilting his head like I had just spoken in an ancient lost dialect. “What even is a kangaroo? Never mind… So, want some deer meat?”

“Sure.”

I watched as Xing Ning butchered the deer into neat pieces with the Blackedge Eclipse, the dark blade slicing through flesh and bone with unnatural cleanliness. He moved with practiced efficiency, arranging the cuts over a carefully prepared fire pit he had already dug near the base of the treehouse. The scent of fresh blood and woodsmoke filled the clearing.

“What’s the occasion?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at the sheer amount of meat. “Can you really finish all of that? Or you’ll make some jerky out of them?”

He shrugged, not looking up from his work. “I don’t know, Senior, but I’ve been feeling more and more hungry lately. I think my cultivation is taking a new direction.” He paused, wiping the blade on a leaf. “Unlike most sects, my sect takes body tempering seriously, so we tend to eat a lot. Something about improving the steel within our body.” He hesitated, then added nervously, “Um… I hope you don’t mind me using this sword, Senior.”

I leaned back against the tree trunk and remarked casually, “You can have it.”

Xing Ning’s head snapped up, eyes wide with shock. “Really?”

“It’s a really cool sword,” I said. “It cuts really cleanly. It even has a few awesome abilities. It’s up to you to find them. Moreover, they are one of a kind. From back where I came from, this is what you call a legendary weapon. A one-of-a-kind masterpiece.”

He grimaced, holding the Blackedge Eclipse like it had suddenly become fragile. “And I’ve been using this thing to chop our food. I can’t take this treasure, Senior.”

“It’s fine,” I insisted. “It’s not like it would chip or rust. Use it as you please. Consider it a gift for the company.”

He smiled, though the expression looked a little strained. “Senior, if you wish for my company, gifts like this are unnecessary.”

“Just take it,” I said, waving off his protest. “If you feel so bad, then cook some meat for me.”

Was it weird that after slaughtering people and dealing with heavenly lightning, I was suddenly craving meat? Probably the blood thirst talking. Ugh… I decided not to think too much about it.

“Anyway,” I continued, changing the subject, “tell me about Roo and your adventures for the past few days. I did tell you not to wander off and to stay by the treehouse to be safe, right? You getting beaten up was definitely on you.”

Xing Ning grimaced, avoiding eye contact as he skewered chunks of venison and set them over the flames.

…

..

.

[POV: Xing Ning]

Three hours ago.

Xing Ning had been so tempted to try the sword he had been asked to look after. He didn’t know exactly when Senior Wo Li would return, and he had grown bored after days of waiting. Li Ming wasn’t exactly in a conversational mood, considering everything she had just gone through. Xing Ning felt bad for her, so he gave her space and only spoke when she needed something practical.

Alas, temptation won.

He took the mysterious sword and headed into the forest to hunt for food, eager to test the mysterious blade. The sword felt perfectly balanced in his grip, its edge humming faintly with latent power. He had just spotted a deer when a blur of brown fur and powerful legs launched at him from the underbrush.

“OUR BATTLE WILL BE LEGENDARY!”

A kangaroo jumped him.

…

..

.

Back to the present.

I stared at Xing Ning, confused. “Wait, you mean the kangaroo talked?”

He nodded seriously. “Erm… Yes, I believe it had crystallized its spark of wisdom.”

I burst out laughing. “Really? Wait, he did say those exact words, right?”

Xing Ning puffed his chest out, imitating the kangaroo’s voice with surprising enthusiasm. “OUR BATTLE WILL BE LEGENDARY!” Then he began hopping around in a wide circle, mimicking the bouncy, ridiculous walk of a kangaroo with arms tucked and legs kicking out dramatically.

I couldn’t stop laughing. The sight of the usually stoic young cultivator prancing around like an oversized marsupial while still sporting that black eye was too much. Tears actually formed at the corners of my eyes.

Between gasps for breath, I managed to ask, “So what happened after he declared legendary battle?”

Xing Ning stopped hopping, scratched the back of his head sheepishly, and admitted, “He kicked me. Very hard. Several times. I tried to reason with him, but he kept shouting about honor and rematches. In the end, I had to flee back toward the treehouse. The deer was a lucky find on the way back… after Roo finally got bored and bounced away.”

I wiped my eyes, still chuckling. “Well, at least you got lunch out of it.”

Xing Ning looked at the sizzling meat, then back at me with a mix of embarrassment and determination. “Next time I see that beast, Senior… I’ll kick its ass.”

I ate until I couldn’t eat anymore. I still didn’t think I could hunt for my own food, but I could definitely get used to this. I needed my meat, so I stuffed myself with venison until my stomach felt pleasantly heavy. The fire crackled softly as Xing Ning and I sat on logs near the treehouse, trading idle chatter between bites. I spent the evening doing nothing more productive than eating good food and appreciating the simple outdoor activity. Hey, I might know next to nothing about traditional camping, but I was trying.

“I’m craving bread and honey butter right now,” I muttered absentmindedly, licking the juices from my fingers.

Xing Ning tilted his head. “What is honey?”

That caught me off guard. “Sweet, syrupy stuff. Haven’t tasted it before?” I thought he’d be more knowledgeable about this kind of thing, especially since I remembered the stick of butter he had used before. “Do you still have butter on you?”

He shrunk a little. “No. I… I just used the last of it a few days ago… Li Ming eats a lot…”

I narrowed my gaze at him. “You didn’t take advantage of her in her moment of vulnerability, did you? I mean, if she got comfort out of it, but—”

“No, Senior! No! What were you thinking?” Xing Ning’s face flushed bright red as he waved his hands frantically.

A thought occurred to me then. Could I talk to insects too? Or bees, at least? Maybe I could negotiate some kind of honey trade. The idea made me smile despite myself.

When night finally came, we tucked ourselves into the treehouse to sleep. But I couldn’t. No matter how hard I tried, sleep refused to come. It seemed I was still bothered by the manslaughter I had just committed. The druid part of me tried to bring comfort, whispering that nature was balance and death was part of life, but I didn’t want to feel even that. I guessed I should just walk it off, and so I did.

I slipped out of the treehouse quietly and strolled through the moonlit forest, admiring the stars peeking through the canopy and the nocturnal wildlife activity around me. They were quite violent. Lots of nocturnal animals were hunting from owls swooping silently, foxes stalking shadows, and distant growls echoing between the trees. I left them to their devices, allowing the circle of life to continue uninterrupted.

At some point, my wandering led me to a serene lake whose surface reflected the starry sky like a mirror. There, standing in the shallow water near the shore, was a mysterious woman washing herself. She had long dark hair that cascaded down her back like silk, narrow elegant eyes, and pristine, flawless skin that seemed to glow faintly under the moonlight. Despite being completely naked, she stood tall and unbothered, turning her gaze toward me the moment I stepped into view.

“Who are you?” she asked arrogantly.

I kept my eyes politely averted, focusing instead on a point just past her shoulder. “Just someone on a stroll,” I replied calmly.

I was polite enough not to stare directly at her naked form. This was what you’d call a random encounter, I supposed. I couldn’t sense her cultivation level clearly, but it felt higher than the Nascent Soul cultivator I had killed not long ago. That alone made me cautious.

I began to turn away. “Excuse me, I’ll continue my stroll then.”

“Wait,” she said. She paused, then asked politely, “Are you the master of this forest?”

I answered, “No one claims to be the master of this forest, but the wildlife here respects me, and I respect them back.”

She was silent for a moment before replying, “I apologize for taking your time.”

I gave a small nod. “It’s fine. Good night.”

With that, I continued on my stroll, leaving the mysterious woman and the moonlit lake behind me. The forest felt a little quieter after that encounter, but the weight on my chest hadn’t fully lifted. Still, the walk helped.

            

    
        017 Wildlife Exploration

    
    
    
    
                The forest had become my second home over the past few months. Ever since the village incident, I’d thrown myself into exploring the forest properly with boots on the ground instead of relying solely on the bird’s-eye view I’d grown used to. The difference was stark. From above, the canopy looked like a vast green ocean; down here, every root, every moss-covered stone, and every twist of vine told its own story. I carried a sketchbook with me now, its pages already half-filled with rough maps, notes on terrain, and drawings of plants I couldn’t name.

Today, I’d found a particularly strange flora. It was broad, heart-shaped leaves with silver veins that shimmered faintly when the light hit them just right. I crouched beside it, pulling out the charcoal pencil Xing Ning had made for me. The young man had taken to woodwork with surprising dedication, and this little tool was one of his first proper gifts.

I turned the pencil in my fingers, admiring the smooth wooden casing he’d carved and the thin strip of bark wrapped tightly around the charcoal core to keep my hands clean. “Not bad at all,” I murmured with a small smile. “Fits my hand better than anything I’ve used before, and it draws smoother than expected. You did good, kid.”

While the sketchbook itself had come from the village, the pencil was purely Xing Ning’s work. I sketched the plant quickly, capturing the way the leaves curled at the edges and the subtle pattern of the veins.

“Nice,” I complimented my own sketch once I finished, tilting the page to catch the dappled sunlight. My stats were still doing most of the heavy lifting when it came to accuracy and detail, but I was getting real practice in observation and patience. It felt… grounding.

My routine had shifted completely. These long, quiet strolls through the trees now consumed most of my days. In between, I practiced my druid abilities whenever the opportunity arose by turning passive skills into active ones, testing the limits of spells by carefully recalling their flavor texts and experimenting in safe clearings. Some abilities responded better than others, but each small success made the forest feel a little more like an extension of myself.

By the time I returned to camp, there was still plenty of daylight left. What had started as a simple campsite was slowly evolving into something more permanent. The treehouse I’d grown with my powers still stood above us, but Xing Ning had built a sturdy workshop on the ground that doubled as his sleeping quarters. It was a simple wooden structure, surprisingly well-made for someone who had only recently taken up the craft.

Sharing the space with him still felt a little strange, even after all this time. In the earlier days, Xing Ning had been living inside the treehouse with me. We slept in adjacent beds that I had grown from the living wood itself—two simple platforms with mossy bedding, side by side under the same leafy canopy. It was honestly weird when I stopped to think about it: two dudes sharing such close quarters. I could have easily sprouted an entirely separate treehouse for him, but at the time it hadn’t crossed my mind. Building a treehouse felt like a permanent commitment, something that would root him here for good. His stay was temporary, so I couldn’t even be bothered. On top of that, keeping him close had seemed like the safest option.

I still didn’t fully understand what kind of dangers a xianxia-style forest could hide, but after everything I’d been through, I’d loosened my old security habits. I roamed on foot more often now, trusting my instincts and powers instead of constant vigilance.

Still, old habits died hard. Just to be safe, I raised my hand and summoned more of Thorn Whips around the perimeter of the camp. The thorny vines slithered out from the earth, forming a living barrier that would alert me to any intruders while gently discouraging smaller animals.

The elderly woman, Li Qing, probably wouldn’t mind me occupying this part of the forest… but then again, I really should ask for proper permission at some point. I had no idea how land laws worked in this world. Murder and theft were obviously bad, that much was universal. Admittedly, I’d done plenty of the former recently, but it had been in defense of others and tied to whatever dormant druidic duties I apparently carried. Still, claiming territory like this might be stepping on someone’s toes.

“Nah. I’d think about it later.”

Procrastination had always been a virtue in my book. Anyone who’d survived a soul-sucking nine-to-five would understand.

A faint rustling sounded from the periphery of the camp. I frowned. The Thorn Whips should have detected anything unusual and either deterred it or alerted me immediately. Curious, I walked toward the noise, pushing aside a low branch.

There, squatting with his pants down and his butt fully exposed to the forest, was Xing Ning.

He froze mid-motion and stared up at me with wide, mortified eyes.

“Excuse me,” I said flatly, already turning on my heel and walking back the way I came.

I didn’t think he’d be handling his business a la naturale right there in the open. It was very… druid of him, I supposed.

On the topic of bodily functions, I honestly hadn’t needed to relieve myself since arriving in this world. No urination, no defecation… nothing. It probably had something to do with my druid-elf demi-god physiology as a Level 999 lifeform. My body simply processed everything perfectly, leaving no waste. That was likely why I’d completely forgotten something as basic as building an outhouse.

Behind me, I heard a frantic scrambling sound followed by hurried rustling of clothes. I kept walking, pretending I hadn’t seen anything, and headed back toward the workshop area.

Some things were better left unacknowledged. Especially when your companion was basically a teenage boy trying to survive in a cultivation world while living with a ridiculously overpowered forest druid who didn’t even need to poop.

I sighed quietly and opened my sketchbook again, flipping to a blank page. Maybe I’d draw the treehouse next. Or perhaps add a small note about the importance of privacy barriers.

Yeah. That sounded like a good use of the remaining daylight.

A few minutes later, Xing Ning came running from the opposite direction, dragging a small wooden cart behind him. He greeted me with his usual bright energy, acting as if the earlier awkward encounter had never happened at all.

“Senior, look what I got from the village!” he called out cheerfully.

Xing Ning had basically become my personal errand runner these days. He went back and forth between our camp and the village, trading the excess meat, fruits, vegetable, and materials I gained from the local wildlife. I couldn’t exactly eat everything that was sent my way and certainly not with my druid-elf physiology turning me into something closer to a walking forest spirit than a normal human, so the surplus became useful currency.

I glanced up from my sketchbook. “Did you manage to get what I requested?”

He nodded eagerly and reached into his pockets, pulling out a handful of small cloth pouches. “Here, Senior. Seeds from the herbalist.”

I took them but paused, eyeing his hands. “Did you wash your hands first?”

He immediately looked flustered, cheeks turning pink. “Of course, I d-did…”

I sighed. “We’re definitely talking plumbing later or something.”

Like many convenient 21st-century knowledge tropes you might expect from a transmigrator, I knew next to nothing about actual plumbing. For someone from modern Earth, there were surprisingly lots of practical things I had never bothered to learn. I wondered if I’d even be able to use my old college degree in this world, or if it would be completely useless here. Well, I’d probably find out someday.

I slipped the seed pouches into my own pocket and turned my attention to the contents of the cart. “Nice. They really built it under my specifications, huh?”

The birdhouse was simple but well-crafted: a small wooden box with a sloped roof to shed rain, a perfectly round entrance hole just large enough for medium-sized forest birds, and a narrow perch below it. The sides had been carved with subtle ventilation slits, and the whole thing had been treated with a light oil that gave the wood a warm, golden tone while protecting it from moisture. It looked sturdy enough to last through seasons.

Xing Ning tilted his head curiously. “What is this thing for, Senior?”

“A birdhouse,” I replied, turning it over in my hands. “To promote bird life in the area. I’ve been noticing lately that they really die a lot, like they’re everyone’s favorite snack or nature’s just feeling particularly whimsy. I’ve intervened a few times already, but the local avian population seems to have a hard time surviving. This should help give them safer nesting spots and improve their chances.”

Hopefully, the birdhouses would make a difference. My Druidic Insight had been quietly informing me which species in the forest were struggling, and I had started acting on that knowledge immediately.

I looked deeper into the cart and spotted the other items I had requested. There was a solid mineral lick block, shaped like a large salt brick with embedded trace minerals. Apparently, the concept wasn’t foreign to this world after all. Beside it lay several cleverly designed wildlife implements: a few nesting boxes of varying sizes for different bird species, a couple of shallow water basins with raised edges to prevent small animals from drowning, some simple seed feeders made of hollowed gourds, and even a set of bat boxes for nocturnal insect control. Tucked in the corner were several sealed boxes of seasoning, like dried herbs, ground spices, and packets of what looked like fermented pastes that would help preserve or flavor the meat we have in store.

Xing Ning scratched the back of his head with a proud grin. “Even after paying for all of this stuff, there were still a few spirit stones left over.”

He gestured, and a small pile of gleaming spirit stones materialized on the ground beside me.

I nodded. “You should keep a portion for yourself.”

“A few should suffice,” he answered quickly, looking a little embarrassed.

A small number of stones vanished from the pile as he claimed his share. I grimaced slightly. That looked like far too few.

“Take at least a tenth out of it,” I told him. “Like a commission.”

A few more spirit stones disappeared. I still wasn’t sure whether a tenth of the pile was actually a lot in this world’s economy, but I wanted to be fair. I’d want to give him more, yet I also had to be responsible with my own resources. I wouldn’t know when I might need economic power to solve a sudden problem.

I held out the storage ring I had acquired from that Long Xue guy and willed the remaining spirit stones into it. The pile vanished in a soft shimmer of light.

Xing Ning watched with open curiosity. “Senior… what did you do with the storage rings of those cultivators you defeated? And all their stuff?”

“I kept this one, obviously,” I said, lifting my hand to show the simple silver band. “As for the rest, I sorted through their contents and handed most of them to Li Qing and Guo Yupin to be auctioned. Of course, I inspected every ring first to make sure there wasn’t anything dangerous sealed inside.”

"Oh, so that's what they were talking about," Xing Ning’s eyes widened slightly. “It seems the items from the cultivators you defeated are already being auctioned off. Elder Li Qing told me to tell you that you should expect a huge payoff soon.”

I waved a hand dismissively. “You don’t have to report every little detail to me, Xing Ning. Just the important things.”

He nodded, though I could tell he still took his role as my errand runner very seriously. “Of course, Senior. I’ll keep doing my best!”

I turned back to the cart, already thinking about where to place the new birdhouses tomorrow. The forest felt a little more manageable with each small improvement I made. And with a reliable helper like Xing Ning by my side, even the mundane parts of settling into this world didn’t feel so bad.

Just as I reached for one of the nesting boxes, a wet splat landed squarely on my forehead.

Bird poop.

That was quite ominous.

Xing Ning immediately clamped a hand over his mouth, shoulders shaking as he desperately tried to suppress a laugh.

I stared up at the canopy for a long second, then sighed and raised my hand. “Cleanse Spirits.”

A gentle wave of verdant energy washed over me, erasing every trace of the offending droppings in an instant.

“Maybe, I should delay placing the bird nests after all…”
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                [POV: Xing Ning]

A few more years passed.

“Waaaah! Daddy, save meee!”

“Mommyyy! This crazy man is beating us againnn!”

“Senior, mercy! We just wanted an autograph—ow ow ow!”

A group of young cultivators wailed dramatically as they fled through the trees, their voices cracking with exaggerated panic. Right behind them, a silver-haired man with a wooden stick chased after the fleeing cultivators like an angry rooster, his robes fluttering wildly.

Senior Wo Li angrily kicked one of the slower cultivators square in the groin, sending the youth flying into a bush with a high-pitched squeak. “DON’T COME BACK AGAIN! AND NO, I AM NOT TAKING IN DISCIPLES!” roared Wo Li, shaking his stick furiously at their retreating backs.

Xing Ning, who had been watching from a short distance, suppressed a burst of laughter behind his sleeve. He had grown used to living here in the forest, now more popularly known as the Forest of the Hermit Sage. Over the years, rumors of the reclusive expert had spread far beyond the immediate area, reaching every corner of the Serenity Lake Domain. As a result, Senior Wo Li was now receiving quite a lot of uninvited visitors.

Shaking his head in amusement, Xing Ning pulled his sturdy wooden cart along the familiar dirt path, the wheels creaking softly under the weight of several large baskets. He hoped the local smithy had finished his latest request for pipes. After months of tinkering, he had finally managed to work out a proper plumbing system for himself, complete with a decent outhouse where he could relieve himself in relative comfort and privacy.

Back in the sect, such mundane tasks had always been left to outer disciples or hired mortals from nearby villages. But Xing Ning had taken to the hobby surprisingly well. What began as simple wood sculpting had gradually evolved into a full workshop filled with tools and half-finished projects. When Senior Wo Li had casually mentioned something about a flushing mechanism, Xing Ning had thrown himself into the experiment with unexpected enthusiasm. The result was far superior to the crude outhouses provided to regular sect members.

Ideally, he would one day craft a smooth porcelain seat for himself… though in hindsight, it all felt rather pointless once one reached Foundation Establishment or Core Formation. Still, he had been terribly bored lately, and the project kept his hands and mind occupied.

As he approached the outskirts of the settlement, two sturdy guards standing at the wooden gate waved at him cheerfully.

“Brother Xing! Back from the forest again?” one called out with a broad grin.

“Safe travels, as always! The missus asked if you brought any of those sweet spirit pears this time,” the other added with a wink.

Xing Ning greeted them back with a polite nod and a small smile. “Good to see you both. I’ll drop some off later if the baskets aren’t emptied first.”

The village of Leafhome had changed dramatically since the last time he had paid close attention. What was once a modest hidden village had grown into a bustling town. New wooden buildings lined the widened streets, merchants’ stalls multiplied, and the population had swelled noticeably. If they started constructing proper walls anytime soon, the place would soon qualify as a small city. Whether it would declare itself an independent city-state or seek vassalage under the local governing power, Xing Ning did not know, nor did he particularly care.

This place had once been nameless, simply referred to as the Hidden Village of Leaf, a namesake tied to a secretive continental organization. Xing Ning only knew of its existence because of his father. He was mildly curious about the rapid development, but it was not his business.

When he reached the usual trading hall where he sold the goods, he was immediately greeted with white-glove treatment. Attendants hurried forward with respectful bows, and a graceful beauty in elegant robes appeared, personally escorting him to a private sitting area while another servant brought out a pot of expensive spirit tea.

The beauty accosted him gently with a warm smile as several workers began unloading the heavy baskets from his cart. “Young Master Xing, please make yourself comfortable and wait here for a moment. We will handle everything with the utmost care.”

Xing Ning was genuinely moved by the respectful treatment, though he tried hard to hide his surprise behind a calm expression. The reason for such deference was undoubtedly Senior Wo Li’s growing reputation. More than that, the items he brought back, such as rare fruits, spirit beast meat, and unusual herbs, were all of exceptionally high quality. He did not fully understand the cause, but as someone who observed things closely, he had a faint feeling it had something to do with Senior Wo Li’s presence.

He could not quite describe it, but the forest itself seemed to be transforming with Senior Wo Li at its center. Rare fruits, spiritual herbs, and precious materials would suddenly appear where none had grown before. Even the local wildlife had begun rising in both cultivation level and rarity, making the once-ordinary woods into a budding treasure trove.

This also contributed to the growing number of cultivators visiting the forest.

A well-dressed manager soon appeared, bowing deeply with hands clasped in respect. “Young Master Xing Ning, it is always an honor to receive your deliveries. Your goods this month are truly exceptional as usual.”

Xing Ning nodded politely and spoke in a steady tone, “Thank you for your kind words. Please buy them at the current market price. No special treatment.”

The manager looked slightly surprised but quickly recovered with another respectful bow. “As you wish, Young Master. We will calculate everything fairly.”

With the transaction settled for now, Xing Ning planned to finish here, then go shopping for supplies and check on his earlier requests at the various workshops around town. Senior Wo Li had been unexpectedly kind, providing him with a regular ‘salary’ of spirit stones and resources. As a result, Xing Ning had accumulated quite a comfortable amount of savings over the years.

…

..

.

[POV: Li Qing]

Li Qing watched her granddaughter from the upper pavilion as the young girl practiced her swordsmanship in the courtyard below. The girl’s movements were graceful yet fierce, each swing of the wooden practice sword cutting through the air with focused determination. Li Qing had been reluctant to teach the lass anything at all. The cultivation world was cruel, and it was even harsher for someone carrying the destiny she did. Still, she remained seated in the pavilion, quietly observing while her thoughts drifted toward the uncertain future.

“There’s so much to do, and so little time to do it,” Li Qing murmured to herself. She lifted the porcelain cup and sipped her tea, the warm liquid doing little to ease the weight in her chest.

It had been a few years since her village was destroyed and the long process of rebuilding began. Since then, the collective had decided on a series of decisive actions. First, they opened the village to the outside world and formally dissolved the ‘Hidden Village of Leaf’ in an attempt to erase any trace of their former existence. Of course, they were not truly gone; they had merely changed their shape. By opening the village, they intended to build a proper city atop its foundations.

Li Qing knew she was flouting the ancient rules of the Hidden Village of Leaf, but she had to do something. It was only recently that she learned so many of the other hidden villages scattered across the Earthly Heart Continent had also come under brutal attack. Roughly three of them remained intact. Whoever was searching for the Shén was undeniably dangerous, and they needed to prepare. Building a city was one step toward protecting themselves and their people.

She had initially thought it would be enough. Yet on top of the near-total destruction of their organization, it seemed they had also lost the few Nascent Soul experts from their ranks. It remained a mystery to her how their entire network had been upended so swiftly and thoroughly.

“I doubt even if we had all the time in the world, we could make a difference,” said Guo Yupin of the Serenity Cliff Sect, a close and trusted ally. The old man stood beside her with his hands clasped behind his back, his expression grave. “According to a few friends I managed to call in a favor from, it seems this Dark Order has at least one Soul Transformation cultivator. The entire continent hasn’t seen such a realm for a very long time. Those who reach it often leave this world to try their luck in the upper realms. What exactly is a Shén? Is it truly so important that it’s worth delaying ascension to the upper realms? And then there’s the sage… How do we know that the sage doesn’t mean ill toward us? What are the chances that he is really an immortal being? If not, then he is probably a Soul Transformation master who, for reasons similar to what I stated earlier, is delaying his own ascension.”

Li Qing set her teacup down with a soft clink and replied calmly, “It’s better that we don’t know. However, I do know he has no designs on the Shén.”

Guo Yupin turned to her with a raised brow. “And how can you be so sure?”

She grinned, a spark of mischief in her eyes. “That’s a secret.”

Her village had managed to maintain its position on this continent and fulfill its ancient duties for generations because of a certain treasure, an orb that could glimpse fragments of the future. It was an immortal treasure belonging to her lineage, something she had only recently acquired after delicate dealings with the surviving adjacent villages of their shattered organization. If she had possessed it years earlier, the devastating ambush that destroyed her village might never have happened.

Li Qing’s smile faded into something more serious as she looked out over the growing town below. “I hope you prepared yourself a proper gift for the sage. We’re going to ask something quite big from him, after all. And we’re already indebted to him so much.”

Guo Yupin let out a long sigh, his shoulders slumping slightly. “A proper gift… Easier said than done. Still, if anyone can help us stand against what’s coming, it may very well be him.”

…

..

.

[POV: Xing Ning]

After finishing his shopping and loading the cart with supplies, Xing Ning prepared to set forth back into the forest. The sun hung high overhead, casting warm light across the bustling streets of the growing town. He had just gripped the handles of the cart when a familiar face suddenly appeared before him.

“Li Ming?” Xing Ning cried out in surprise.

She grinned, holding out a sheathed sword with both hands. “I believe this is yours. It’s time I return this to you.”

Xing Ning shook his head gently and pushed the sword back toward her. “You can keep it. I have no need for it anymore, and it suits you far better than it ever did me.”

Suddenly, a bald man dressed in simple kasaya robes appeared behind Li Ming. It was a monk. He pressed his palms together and bowed slightly, his voice calm and resonant.

“Amitabha. This humble monk greets Young Master Xing Ning. May the Buddha’s light shine upon your path and bring peace to your heart.”

Xing Ning frowned, studying the monk’s face for a moment. “Wait… you look familiar. Guo Yimu?”

It was the same guy he had dueled a few years back, the incident that had indirectly led to his meeting with Senior Wo Li.

The monk smiled serenely and bowed again. “Indeed, it is this poor monk. The wheel of karma turns in mysterious ways. What once was enmity has now become a shared path toward enlightenment. This monk has cast aside worldly desires and seeks only the Dharma.”

A familiar elderly figure then descended gracefully from his flying sword, landing lightly nearby. Xing Ning’s eyes widened.

“Sword Formation King!” he exclaimed.

The old man waved a hand dismissively. “Please, just call me Guo Yupin.”

Xing Ning couldn’t help but stare at Guo Yimu once more. He still remembered their altercation clearly. The monk had caused trouble by trying to show off in front of Li Ming, thinking she was nothing more than a simple village girl. Xing Ning had intervened, the situation escalated, and they dueled. He had nearly died that day.

Li Ming stepped forward and greeted Guo Yupin with a respectful bow. “Elder, I still haven’t given you my thanks for saving me that day. If you hadn’t pointed your sword toward the forest and told me to flee there, I wouldn’t have met Senior Wo Li.”

Guo Yimu pressed his palms together once more, his expression solemn. “Amitabha. This monk is also grateful to the sage. The incident opened this one’s eyes to the vanity of pride and the illusion of power. Through suffering, one finds the path to detachment. May the sage’s wisdom guide all beings toward enlightenment.”

Xing Ning asked cautiously, “What happened to him?”

Guo Yupin let out a dry chuckle. “He tried to touch a woman visiting from a neighboring country. I beat him up and offered him the choice of becoming a eunuch. He begged, cried, and pleaded before finally choosing to become a monk instead. I hope the sage will take him in and teach him some manners.”

“…”

Xing Ning was left utterly speechless at this point.

“Sorry, it took me some time to deal with other things,” said Elder Li Qing as she too descended from her flying sword, landing gracefully beside the group.

Xing Ning offered his greetings with a polite bow. “Elder Li Qing, Senior Guo Yupin, it is good to see you all again.”

Li Qing smiled warmly and got straight to the point. “Xing Ning, could you guide us through the forest and introduce us to the sage? We have important business with him.”

Xing Ning thought about it more carefully. These people were Senior’s acquaintances, and he trusted them enough. “I can do that,” he replied, “but you should all stay close to me. The forest has become… stricter with visitors lately.”

Because of the increasing number of uninvited guests, Senior Wo Li had increased his security measures. Thorny vines now patrolled the skies, ready to snatch anyone who tried to fly in and toss them out unceremoniously. Every time Xing Ning left, the silver-haired man would leave a safe path open for him, one that only he knew the route of.

On their way back toward the forest, the group witnessed a ridiculous sight. A large kangaroo named Roo was energetically beating up a group of Qi Condensation cultivators, hopping around them with surprising agility while delivering powerful kicks.

“Ow ow ow! Mercy, you oversized rabbit!”

“Mommy! This monster is bullying us!”

“Daddy, save your son from the demonic beast!”

The cultivators cried out in exaggerated panic as Roo bounced between them, landing solid kicks that sent them tumbling.

“Witness the Way of the Bound Sky Strider!” Roo bellowed, executing a spinning kick that launched one cultivator into a tree. “Hyaah! Feel the boundless leap of justice!”

Guo Yupin stared in open surprise. “That beast… it can talk?”

It was a truly ridiculous sight.

Li Ming’s eyes widened. “Should we help them?”

Xing Ning shook his head with a small smile. “No, just leave them. They got what was coming to them. Moreover, believe it or not, the damn kangaroo is the gentlest beast in the forest. After beating you up, it will just leave you be and not kill you.”

Roo watched the fleeing cultivators with visible disappointment, standing tall on his hind legs and shaking a fist. “Come back, you cowards! The Way of the Bound Sky Strider demands a worthy opponent! How can you flee from the path of true martial enlightenment? Bah! Weaklings!”

Li Qing sighed. "Truly, times are changing."

Li Ming looked equally confused, tilting her head. “What even is a kangaroo?”

Xing Ning simply shrugged, continuing to pull his cart along the hidden path. “You’ll get used to it. The forest is full of strange things these days. Just stay close and don’t wander off.”
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                The treehouse sure had grown over the couple of years. Now it was even more spacious inside, with winding branches forming extra rooms and vines draping like natural curtains. I relaxed on the comfy sofa Xing Ning had made recently, leaning back against the moss cushion I’d added myself. Who didn’t like a proper cushion, right? Definitely not me.

I flipped through a nature memoir. It was one of the rare finds that had made its way to the village. Next time I’d have to ask Xing Ning to hunt for more literature like this. This particular book was quite fun; it spoke about this very forest. Apparently, it didn’t even have a name. That seemed to be the convention for unexplored and unclaimed woods around here. I wondered how exactly one could “own” a forest. Did you need to apply for some kind of permit from a sect or an empire? It would be pretty cool if I got to name it myself, though. Something chill like “Verdant Nap Grove” or “Do Not Disturb Woods.”

Suddenly, my spiritual senses picked up Xing Ning approaching. He wasn’t alone. I’d been picking up more cultivator tricks lately, like proper spiritual senses. In the past I could only flood an area with my qi to get a rough feel, but now I could pick up finer details with real subtlety. Nice upgrade.

I grabbed my staff, hopped off the edge of the treehouse, and landed gracefully on the soft forest floor.

“Xing Ning,” I greeted with a small wave. “And the familiar faces… Li Qing, Guo Yupin, Li Ming. Good to see you all again.”

I stopped when my eyes landed on the bald man who looked like a monk. Who was this guy?

The bald cultivator pressed his palms together in a respectful monk’s greeting and bowed slightly. “This humble one is Guo Yimu, a monk seeking the path of enlightenment.”

So? As if expecting my confusion, Xing Ning offered, “Senior, he’s that guy I dueled back then…”

Back when? It took a second, but then it clicked. I snapped my fingers. “Ah, the emo guy—”

Guo Yimu’s eyes widened in hysterical outrage. “Emo guy?! This one has just introduced himself as Guo Yimu, the monk who walks the path of detachment! How can Senior reduce this one’s hard-earned identity to such vulgar slang?!”

I scratched the back of my head and shrugged nonchalantly. “Sorry about that. Force of habit. So, what do you all want?”

Guo Yupin stepped forward and gestured grandly. With a flourish of his sleeve, a massive pile of spirit stones materialized on the ground. They were stacked so high it nearly reached above my height, glittering with dense qi.

“This old man did not know what Senior Wo Li would like as tribute,” Guo Yupin said, his voice carrying that careful deference these cultivators always used around me, “so this one simply brought spirit stones. They are versatile and valuable in the cultivation world.”

I stared at the sparkling mountain. “What am I supposed to do with them? Build a shiny fort?”

Guo Yupin let out a nervous laugh, rubbing his hands together. “They are meant as gifts, Senior. Tokens of my Sect’s deepest gratitude.”

I could already feel a headache coming on. The only reason anyone dumped this much wealth at my feet was because they needed something. Or in this case, they all needed something.

I sighed and turned to Li Ming and Li Qing. “What do you have?”

Li Ming stepped forward, her cheeks flushing as she stuttered, “S-Senior Wo Li… this junior… we… we wanted to express our thanks for all your righteous deeds. Please accept this humble key as a token of our village’s appreciation.” She held out a beautiful object with both hands, bowing deeply.

The key was exquisite. It was carved from pure emerald with delicate leaf motifs swirling across its surface, humming faintly with contained power. I took it and turned it over in my palm, inspecting it closely. I didn’t feel anything particularly special from it, but it clearly meant a lot to the village.

Li Qing cleared her throat and stepped closer. “Senior Wo Li, that key is no ordinary treasure. It is the Emerald Verdant Key, forged by our ancestors at the founding of our hidden village. For generations, our people have guarded the entrance to a secret realm known as the Emerald Verdant Forest. This key is the only means to open the spatial gate that leads inside. Within that pocket dimension lie abundant spiritual herbs, ancient spirit veins, rare spirit beasts, and untouched natural treasures that have remained untouched for thousands of years. Our village has only ever entered sparingly, taking only what we needed to survive, for fear of disturbing the balance or attracting the greed of powerful sects.”

She paused, her eyes filled with genuine reverence as she looked at the key in my hand. “By presenting this to you, we entrust the guardianship of the realm itself into Senior’s hands. With your boundless power and harmonious way with nature, we believe the secret realm will thrive under your care far better than it ever could under ours.”

Secret realms were pocket dimensions packed with resources, something even a newcomer like me could understand was a huge deal in this world. Handing over the key to the Emerald Verdant Forest was no small gesture.

“Alright,” I said, my tone turning firmer as I looked at each of them in turn. “Enough with the gifts and the roundabout pleasantries. Be honest with me. What do you actually want?”

I kept my voice calm, but I made sure they could tell I wasn’t in the mood for more xianxia-style dancing around the subject.

Guo Yupin lowered his head deeply, his voice thick with remorse. “Senior Wo Li, this old man wishes to ask for forgiveness for the affront I once showed you. The same is true for my son and my grandson. Our eyes were clouded by arrogance, and we failed to recognize the boundless benevolence of Senior.”

He forced Guo Yimu into a deep bow, practically shoving the bald monk’s forehead toward the ground as he continued. “This old man wishes to leave my unworthy grandson, Guo Yimu, in Senior’s care to be punished as you see fit. Work him like a horse if it pleases you. Make full use of him. Have him run errands, perform the lowliest jobs—anything to atone for our past offenses. This one encourages Senior to make him sweep the grounds, carry burdens, and serve without complaint.”

I grimaced. That was tough, huh? Guo Yimu was basically sobbing while his own grandfather threw him at me like a used rag. I wasn’t really interested, but… I guessed I could use a helping hand. There were things I could delegate now. Cataloging and organizing the random tributes I kept receiving from the local wildlife, for starters. And apparently a lot of sweeping. I didn’t like imposing on Xing Ning too much, since he’d shown he could pull his weight, and he’d kind of grown on me. Pulling the cart back and forth to the village to fetch supplies and sell surplus would be perfect busywork. Since Xing Ning’s stay wasn’t permanent, Guo Yimu could make a decent replacement gofer… ahem, I meant assistant.

“There won’t be any salary,” I told him flatly, testing Guo Yupin.

Guo Yupin waved his hands quickly. “There is no need for salary, Senior! You are free to work my grandson like a horse. He will serve without complaint!”

SCORE! Wait, wait… calm down, me. It’s against your principles to own people. You are not that dude.

I cleared my throat. “Actually, Guo Yimu, you’re now hired. Salary will be roughly a hundred small spirit stones a month. Is that good enough?”

Guo Yimu was nodding furiously. “Of course, of course!”

I stepped forward and patted the bald fellow on the shoulder. He was actually crying, full-on ugly crying. Tears and snot mixed together as he blubbered something about gratitude and enlightenment.

“Ugh, you got your snot and slobber all over my robes,” I complained, wrinkling my nose.

With a casual wave, I cast Cleansing Spirits. A gentle wave of life energy washed over me, instantly removing the mess and leaving my robes fresh and fragrant with the scent of morning dew.

I turned to Li Qing next. “You?”

The old woman sighed, her expression a mix of shame and determination. “Senior Wo Li… this old woman’s thoughts were not pure either. I also wish to ask a favor from you. It is for you to protect my granddaughter. There are many evil men after her, and I would only feel safe if you could keep watch over her here. Of course, I am willing to provide a large amount of spirit stones for her stay in your forest.”

Whoa. She just referred to the forest with a possessive noun attached to my name. I tilted my head. “Do I own this forest?”

Li Qing looked genuinely confused. “Are you not? Didn’t you claim it?”

I asked, “How?” Then I faked a small cough and clarified, “I’m not from these lands, and customs might be different from where I come from. Are there any procedures for someone to claim a piece of land? And if there are, what are they? I came to this particular forest wanting to camp or live the outdoor life. I don’t think I will be living here like forever and might move to other places, because that’s the essence of camping, right? I don’t know. Maybe if I got bored of this forest, decided I’ve explored enough, I’d go somewhere else and do camping there.”

The group stared at me in stunned silence, as if I had just questioned the color of the sky.

What?! It was an honest question…

Xing Ning tilted his head, frowning. “Why? What’s the point in establishing a place as your sacred land when you’d just leave?”

Sacred land? That sounded like some heavy cultivator term, but I couldn’t even begin to unpack it before they all jumped in at once.

Li Ming spoke up first, her voice hesitant. “Senior, does it have something to do with your Dao?”

Guo Yimu’s eyes widened dramatically. “No, no! He’s definitely just a bored immortal feeding his wanderlust, roaming from one lower domain to another. Probably to flaunt his power. Be careful of him, Lady Ming, he might be lusting after your body—”

Guo Yupin smacked the back of Guo Yimu’s head with a loud smack. “Watch your mouth, boy! The lord immortal has better things to do than hear your stupid prattle!”

Li Qing nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve heard of wandering immortals before, but I thought they were long gone.”

It seemed they were all misunderstanding me as some kind of immortal. Frankly, I had no idea where I’d scale on this world’s power system. A Nascent Soul was definitely beneath me. I’d been thinking back to that fight with the Nascent Soul cultivator and realized I could’ve won it way more cleanly, like casting Spirit World Tree first and then blitzing him before he even knew what hit him.

I raised my hands to calm them down. “Alright, alright, everyone settle down. Let me answer your questions one by one. First, I don’t really know about this ‘Dao’ talk you’re all throwing around. Maybe I’ve got the Dao of Camping or something—who knows? Second, no, I’m not lusting after anyone’s body. I don’t mind you speaking frankly, but please refrain from defamation. That would actually be a crime back where I’m from. And lastly, no, I don’t think I qualify as a wandering immortal the same way Lady Li Qing is thinking.”

I faked a small cough and asked straight, “So, how do sects or hidden villages like yours claim a territory anyway?”

Guo Yupin and Li Qing exchanged a quick glance.

Guo Yupin cleared his throat. “This old man… doesn’t really know the exact procedures for someone like Senior. Our Serenity Cliff Sect has been native to this land for generations. Our ancestor came here from another domain and began recruiting disciples. They claimed the central lake of the domain, which contained many precious resources and spiritual properties. After that, they defended the lake for many hundreds of years until the world recognized us as the Serenity Cliff Sect. There was definitely a lot of drama and bloodshed behind the scenes when the sect was first being founded.”

Li Qing nodded in agreement. “It was much the same for us. The secrecy of our organization played a large role in allowing us to assert ourselves with very little bloodshed.”

Guo Yimu’s eyes suddenly lit up like he’d just discovered the meaning of life. “Senior Wo Li! Are you planning on building a sect? This humble monk offers himself to join as your first disciple! I will sweep the grounds, tend the spirit herbs, and spread your glorious name across the—”

Guo Yupin smacked him on the head again, harder this time. “You foolish boy! Stop dreaming! You already have a Sect! Senior is clearly above such mortal concerns. Do you think a being of his caliber would want a useless bald donkey like you as his first disciple? Sit down and shut your mouth before you embarrass our entire family line!”

They were just passing thoughts in the beginning about owning a forest. Basically, what I got from them was that I could “own” this forest as long as I was strong enough to defend it and actually stayed on it. Classic xianxia logic—might makes right, and possession is nine-tenths of the law when you can blow up anyone who disagrees. No paperwork, no permits, just “I live here, and I’ll kill you if you try to take it.”

I rubbed my temple, feeling another headache coming on. These people turned everything into some grand cultivation saga. All I wanted was a nice place to camp, read my nature memoir in peace, and maybe grow a few oversized flowers without someone declaring it my “sacred land” or trying to become my first disciple.

Still, who knew, right? Sect building honestly sounded fun, but I guessed another time.

I sighed and looked at the expectant faces around me. “Look… I’m not building a sect. I’m not claiming anything in some dramatic way. I just like the vibes here. The trees are friendly, the air is clean, and the wildlife brings me snacks sometimes. If defending the place is what it takes to keep the annoying young masters and greedy sects away, then fine. I’ll defend it. But don’t go spreading rumors that I’m some ancient immortal looking for disciples or whatever. I’m just Wo Li. I camp. I nap. I help when I feel like it. That’s it.”

Either way, it looked like my peaceful camping life had just gotten a little more complicated with their requests. Should I accept it? Or just shoo them away?

            

    
        020 Bonfire Banter

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Guo Yimu]

Guo Yimu might have shaved his head until it gleamed like polished jade, swapped his lavish young master robes for plain monkish gray, and trained his tongue to spout humble sutras, but at his core he remained the same arrogant scion of the Guo clan. He spent as little time as possible inside the monastery walls, and his performance had been convincing enough to fool even his senior brother and his father. Yet his grandfather was not so easily deceived. That was why Guo Yimu now found himself here, playing the part of a repentant disciple in the domain of the mysterious Senior Wo Li.

After Xing Ning finished giving them a tour of his workshop and pointed out the simple quarters where they would sleep, Guo Yimu could no longer hold his tongue.

“Amitabha,” he intoned with exaggerated solemnity, clasping his hands together. “This humble monk appreciates the shelter provided by the senior’s boundless compassion. However… these beds are harder than the stone heart of a heartless elder. One fears that even a night upon them will leave this disciple’s bones aching like those of an ancient tortoise.”

Xing Ning scratched the back of his head with an awkward smile. “It was a hasty job, Young Master Guo—er, Brother Guo. At least we have somewhere dry to rest our heads. The next time I head into town, I’ll look for something softer to cushion them. Or we could ask Senior Wo Li to grow some moss for padding.”

Yuck! Moss!

Guo Yimu barely suppressed the grimace that threatened to twist his freshly shaven features. After the brutal punishments his grandfather had inflicted and the even more shocking experience of his recent resurrection, he had learned, at least outwardly, the value of restraint. It was hard to admit, and he preferred to tell himself that nothing had truly changed, but the truth was inescapable: everything had changed for him.

Li Ming crossed her arms and fixed him with a sharp look. “Guo Yimu, drop the act already. I can see right through that fake monk nonsense. Save the sutras for someone who actually believes them.”

…

..

.

[POV: Li Ming]

The sleeping quarters consisted of a single modest room containing three separate beds. Li Ming felt a faint flicker of discomfort at the thought of sleeping so close to two men close to her own age, but she quickly pushed the feeling aside. She could handle herself just fine.

Both Guo Yimu and Xing Ning were stuck at the seventh stage of Qi Condensation, while she had recently broken through to the eighth stage. The advancement had come from raw desperation and the surprisingly willing guidance her grandmother had offered in recent days. Li Ming took quiet pride in her cultivation and her own ability.

She turned to Xing Ning with a challenging glint in her eyes. “Since we’re all staying here under Senior Wo Li’s protection, why don’t we test our skills? Spar with me, Xing Ning. I want to see exactly what kind of helper the senior has taken in.”

Secretly, she harbored a deeper ambition. It was to become the top disciple in this place, or at least something equivalent. Her grandmother had spoken of Senior Wo Li in unusually lofty terms, even calling the silver-haired man a sage.

Xing Ning blinked, looking genuinely confused for a moment. “A duel? Right now?” He shrugged lightly. “I wouldn’t mind.”

They stepped outside the workshop. Guo Yimu lounged against a corner post, watching with mild interest. Li Ming drew the sword Xing Ning had given her. She had already had it appraised in secret and knew just how valuable the blade truly was; her grandmother had strongly encouraged her to keep it if possible.

“Thank you again for the sword, Xing Ning,” Li Ming said, raising the weapon into a ready stance. “Now I will use it to spar with you. Hopefully, you won’t mind if I show no mercy.”

Xing Ning simply nodded. “I wouldn’t mind.” He reached to the side and casually picked up a sturdy wooden stick, twirling it once as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Guo Yimu burst out laughing, slapping his knee. “Hah! Look at this guy! Senior Wo Li’s precious helper is going to fight with a stick! Li Ming, you might as well just beat him senseless and save us all the embarrassment. A real man would at least pick up a proper weapon instead of playing farmer!”

Li Ming noticed Senior Wo Li watching quietly from the raised platform of his treehouse, his expression one of mild disinterest. She frowned and pointed her sword at Xing Ning.

“Take this seriously, Xing Ning. I’m not here to play games.”

Xing Ning met her gaze evenly, still holding the simple stick. “I am taking this seriously.”

…

..

.

[POV: Xing Ning]

Xing Ning took the spar seriously. Of course he did. Swinging a sword was one thing; knowing how to swing one properly was something else entirely.

In the past couple of years living in Senior Wo Li’s forest, Xing Ning had spent long hours contemplating questions he had never bothered with before. He had learned far more from his frequent sparring sessions with the silver-haired senior and from his small adventures battling beasts and spiritual beasts throughout the woods.

The most annoying among them was undoubtedly Roo, that damn kangaroo had a habit of beating opponents senseless, then patiently waiting for them to recover just so it could beat them senseless again. Something about forcing one to create their own rivals, the beast had once implied in its own brutish way. That relentless training had taught Xing Ning the deeper philosophy of martial arts, a subject most cultivators looked down upon in favor of flashy spells and qi techniques.

The Steel Sky Sect, where he belonged, was different; it respected true martial arts. The Guo Clan of the Serenity Cliff Sect held similar views. Martial arts were not useless, since they carried an unpopular reputation. They represented the rawest, most violent side of humanity, and for that reason, martial artists were often dismissed as nothing more than barbarians who knew only bloodshed. That perception tainted how many viewed cultivators in general. They were not all raging, murder-seeking lunatics; those from the Hidden Village of Leaf, the Serenity Lake Sect, or even his own former sect were different.

“Hah! Look at this fool,” Guo Yimu called out from the sidelines, unable to resist. “He’s not even taking this seriously! Using a stick against a proper sword? He’s clearly making fun of you, Li Ming. Just admit it, country boy—you’re scared of a real fight!”

Xing Ning internally sighed. Well, maybe with the exception of Guo Yimu being a lunatic. He had not forgotten how this same arrogant young master had once nearly killed him in a duel, all because Xing Ning had supposedly made him look bad in front of Li Ming who they had both mistaken for a mere village girl at the time. How the tables had turned.

“You’ve slacked off on your training, Guo Yimu,” Xing Ning said calmly, his voice carrying across the clearing. “You no longer hold that same relaxed and solid stance you had during our duel a couple of years ago. As for you, Li Ming…” He shifted his gaze to her. “Your qi is finer in quality, I’ll give you that, but you’re failing miserably at hiding your intentions. I see your posture and all I see are flaws.”

Before either could retort, Xing Ning suddenly jabbed forward with his sturdy wooden stick. Li Ming swung her sword with clear intent to cut the offending weapon in half. At the last moment, Xing Ning reinforced the stick with a thin layer of qi, dropped low into an almost full split, and thrust the tip sharply into her torso, earning a pained cry from Li Ming.

“I haven’t even used my Tempest Steel Sword Art yet,” declared Xing Ning evenly.

Li Ming retaliated instantly, flicking a sharp burst of sword qi from her fingertip. Xing Ning bent one knee and leaped gracefully to the side, dodging with ease. If she could already manifest sword intent, it meant she possessed genuine talent for swordsmanship, but talent alone would not be enough here.

With light, flowing steps, Xing Ning danced around Li Ming’s increasingly frustrated swordplay. He noticed faint illusory techniques woven into her strikes, but he saw through them without difficulty by focusing on the smallest details such as the subtle shifts in footwork, the faint tremble in her grip, and the way her eyes betrayed her next target. Senior Wo Li had beaten those lessons into him countless times with his staff, and the senior’s Shedding ability had taught Xing Ning never to trust surface appearances. Look closer. Always look closer.

The one-sided beating unfolded with almost comedic precision.

Xing Ning’s stick smacked Li Ming squarely on the shoulder with a loud thwack. She yelped in surprise.

A second strike tapped her forehead, causing her to stumble back with an indignant “Ow!”

The third landed squarely on her butt as she tried to pivot, drawing a sharp, mortified cry. “Y-You—!”

Round and round he went, the simple wooden stick moving like a blur of polite instruction rather than lethal force. A smack to the side of her knee made her leg buckle with a startled squeak. Another light tap to her wrist forced her grip to loosen, accompanied by a frustrated grunt. Each precise hit elicited a different cry, some indignant, some startled, one bordering on a squeal that made Guo Yimu choke on his own laughter from the sidelines.

Li Ming’s face flushed with a mix of embarrassment and rising anger as she swung wildly, her elegant sword techniques devolving into desperate hacks. Xing Ning remained calm, his movements economical and almost gentle, never striking hard enough to truly injure but firm enough to drive the lesson home.

…

..

.

I appreciated the view from my treehouse platform, a bunch of young cultivators smacking each other senseless down below. In this case, Xing Ning was doing most of the smacking.

My occasional sparring sessions with him had become a surprisingly pleasant exercise. Even though I was fundamentally a caster at heart, I found moving around and trading blows rather fun these days. Most often, it involved beating Xing Ning or dodging ambushes from that darn kangaroo that liked to pop out of the underbrush.

When the spar finally ended, the defeated Li Ming needed somewhere to vent her frustration, and the monk-cosplayer Guo Yimu became her unfortunate target. She beat him black and blue. Whoa… even I winced when she landed a solid hit on the groin. That had to count as a foul in any respectable match.

After things settled, I decided to patrol the surrounding forest for a bit. I transformed to an eagle with Wild Shape and took to the skies on broad, feathered wings.

The wind felt clean and familiar as I glided over the treetops.

First, I spotted a mother deer struggling with a badly sprained leg after slipping near a rocky outcrop. I landed nearby, reverted to my elven form, and channeled a gentle Lifepulse through my staff. Soft green light wrapped around the injury, knitting bone and tendon while I coaxed nearby moss to form a temporary cushion. The doe nuzzled my hand once before bounding away with her fawn, balance restored.

A little farther on, a cluster of rabbits huddled in fear beside a collapsed burrow, their home crushed by a fallen branch during last night’s storm. I lifted the debris with a twist of Entanglement roots, then encouraged fresh vines and soft earth to rebuild the warren stronger than before. The rabbits watched with twitching noses before disappearing inside, their tiny ecosystem humming back to life.

Finally, I came across an old silver-backed bear nursing a festering wound from a territorial scrape. I approached slowly, letting my power leak just enough to bloom calming wildflowers around us. A few applications of healing pollen and a reinforced barrier of thorns to mark safer hunting grounds later, the bear gave a low, grateful rumble and lumbered off deeper into the woods. Balance maintained. The forest felt a little healthier for it.

I was feeling extra bored recently, so I continued on my patrols a little longer and did just that for the rest of the day.

When I returned to camp, a bonfire already crackled warmly in the clearing as night slowly embraced the sky. The scent of roasting meat drifted on the evening air.

Xing Ning looked up as I approached. “Senior Wo Li, you don’t mind us eating meat, do you?”

“It’s fine,” I replied with a casual wave. He offered me a skewer, but I shook my head. “I’m feeling a bit veggie today.”

We settled around the fire and ate in relative quiet at first. The crackle of flames and occasional night sounds from the forest filled the gaps. Eventually, I decided to liven things up.

“This is a bit boring,” I said, leaning back against a log. “Introductions. Yes, let’s go with that. My name’s Wally or maybe Nevle? Whatever floats your boat, I guess? My age? I’m actually unsure…”

Okay, that was an awkward start. I tried to sift through the inherited memories from Nevle Drol Diurdhcra, but they felt strangely compressed, like old game files shoved into a corner of my mind. Layered on top were fragments of my Earth life… office drudgery, late-night raids, the screech of truck tires. Faces flickered, but many refused to resolve.

“Is there a problem, Senior?” Xing Ning asked, sounding genuinely worried.

“A few of my memories are missing,” I remarked idly.

The mood around the fire turned somber. I tried to recall a few more faces, but came up blank again. That was weird. I noticed the concern etched on everyone’s expressions, except Guo Yimu, who seemed utterly absorbed in gnawing on his piece of meat.

“I enjoy games, I like good food, a good talk, and recently I’ve been enjoying my strolls through the forest,” I continued, trying to steer things lighter. “Forget about me. How about you, Xing Ning? Let’s do it clockwise.”

Xing Ning smiled and straightened a little. “My name’s Xing Ning. I’m seventeen years old—”

Guo Yimu promptly choked on his meat. “You fucker, you sure you are telling the truth? Look at your muscles, man! Also, look at me… I’m freaking twenty years old and I’m supposed to be three years older than you? Wait, wait, I don’t mind it. You have to call me Senior Brother from now on!”

Xing Ning exploded. “No shit, maybe in a thousand years!”

Okay, I had managed to enliven the atmosphere. Now they were fighting.

Li Ming spoke up calmly. “I’m nineteen years old, by the way.”

Guo Yimu smirked. “You look older than that.”

“So, a hag?” asked Xing Ning aloud.

Everyone’s eyes turned toward him.

Xing Ning immediately shrank back, raising his hands defensively. “That was at least what my mother told me!”

Li Ming fixed him with an icy gaze. “You are lucky I can’t beat you right now in front of Senior Wo Li, or that would be disrespectful.”

Guo Yimu piped in with mock solemnity, hands clasped like a proper monk. “Amitabha… most likely she couldn’t beat Xing Ning anyway.”

Li Ming turned that icy stare on him. “Oh, is someone talking? Or is that just air?”

Xing Ning warned Guo Yimu in a low voice, “Maybe don’t run your mouth? You’ll look more like a monk that way. And may I remind you who was beating the shit out of you earlier?”

Guo Yimu struck a dramatic pose, chin lifted. “True strength comes from restraint, young ones. Holding back was simply the gentlemanly thing to do.”

Li Ming asked sweetly, “So you don’t mind sparring with me again?”

“…”

Man, this was some high-quality TV. I could get behind this, huh?

            

    
        021 Sword Frenzy

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Kang Wen]

The wind howled through the mountain passes as a lone figure streaked across the sky, standing atop a battered flying sword. His thick beard was matted with dried blood, and heavy dark bags hung beneath his eyes. The once-pristine robes of the Steel Sky Sect now hung in bloody tatters from his frame. No one who saw him in this state would have guessed his true identity: Kang Wen, the Sword Frenzy.

Kang Wen was a battle maniac at the Core Formation realm who had carved his name across countless battlefields. He had defeated master after master using nothing but his sword, scorning the spells and qi techniques that other cultivators relied upon for flight, sensing, or combat. This singular devotion had earned him a reputation as one of the closest living candidates to inherit the illustrious title of Sword Saint, the highest honor bestowed upon the strongest swordsman on the continent.

Yet here he was, fleeing like a wounded dog.

In his bloodstained hand, Kang Wen clutched the Steelmark. It was a palm-sized artifact that pulsed with a faint connection to the young master of the Steel Sky Sect. It was his only hope of tracking Xing Ning. The tragedy had begun two years ago, during their expedition into a newly discovered secret realm. What should have been a routine venture for treasures and opportunities had turned into a massacre. Ambushers had descended upon them without warning. The Sect Leader had fought alone with desperate ferocity, buying time for the others to escape. Kang Wen remembered throwing himself between the young master and the endless waves of enemies, his sword dancing in a whirlwind of steel. But there had been too many. In the chaos, Xing Ning had been separated from the group, vanishing into the turmoil of the collapsing realm.

Now, after years of searching, the Steelmark indicated that Xing Ning had remained relatively stationary for some time. He had likely found temporary safety. Kang Wen had no intention of letting that safety end. He needed to retrieve the young master and return to the Steel Sky Sect, which was still under siege. Every moment wasted here was another moment his brothers and sisters might be dying.

He had just crossed into the Serenity Lake Domain when sharp killing intent pierced the air from above.

“Stone Spire dogs,” Kang Wen growled under his breath. “Reckless fools, the lot of you!”

No one sane enough would dare to cross the barrier between domains.

It seemed the Stone Spire Sect was the exception.

A dozen Foundation Establishment cultivators descended on flying swords, their robes emblazoned with the jagged peak emblem of the Stone Spire Sect. They unleashed waves of sword qi, forcing Kang Wen to weave erratically through the sky. With a casual gesture of one hand, he sent his own sword dancing through the air in a deadly spiral.

“Sword Telekinesis!” he roared, pouring qi from his golden core into the technique. “Tempest Steel Sword Art: Soaring Crane Flash!”

The flying sword erupted with piercing sword intent, manifesting the graceful yet lethal image of a soaring crane. It flashed between the pursuers with blinding speed, severing throats and spraying arcs of blood across the clouds. Bodies tumbled from the sky one after another.

For a moment, Kang Wen allowed himself a grim smile of satisfaction until one figure burst forward with terrifying momentum, far surpassing the others.

A Core Formation expert!

It now made sense how they were able to pass through the barrier between domains, but that would’ve cost a lot of qi, which spoke of their recklessness.

The man kicked his own flying sword, launching it like a javelin straight at Kang Wen’s chest. With fluid grace, Kang Wen parried the incoming blade with the back of his hand and seized its hilt mid-flight. Before he could press the advantage, the attacker summoned a long spear from his storage ring and thrust forward with explosive force.

The borrowed sword shattered like glass under the spear’s impact. Kang Wen instantly activated Steel Shape, hardening his body to the toughness of tempered metal. Even so, the force hurled him downward like a meteor, smashing into a nearby hill and triggering a small landslide.

He spat a mouthful of blood, chest burning, and tried to recall his original sword with Sword Telekinesis. The weapon trembled in the distance, struggling to return. Kang Wen forced himself upright and leapt toward it, but the Core Formation attacker appeared beside him in an instant, using a high-grade movement technique that made true flight seem effortless.

“You are already injured, so stay down,” the man said coldly, delivering a vicious kick that sent Kang Wen crashing deep into the forest below.

Trees splintered and beasts scattered in panic as Kang Wen tumbled through the undergrowth. He groaned, forcing himself to his feet once more. Dust and debris rained down from the collapsing hill behind him. In the cultivation world, there was an old saying. A Body Tempering cultivator could easily bend steel. A Qi Condensation cultivator could easily kill a man. A Core Formation cultivator could easily flatten a hill. And a Nascent Soul cultivator could easily destroy a stronghold.

Kang Wen spat another glob of blood onto the dirt. His injuries were worse than he had let on.

The attacker landed gracefully a short distance away, spear resting casually on his shoulder. His eyes gleamed with the sharp pressure of dense spiritual energy, far thicker than one would expect from a Core Formation expert.

“Where’s the scion of the Steel Sky Sect?” the man demanded.

Kang Wen wiped blood from the corner of his mouth and let out a low, appreciative chuckle despite the pain. “Not bad. That spear technique and movement art… truly impressive. I doubt even the Stone Spire Sect has many talents like you at such a young age. Who are you, boy? I’ve fought my share of their elders, but none moved with your skill.”

The young man’s lips curled into a proud smile. His spiritual pressure rippled outward, confirming Kang Wen’s suspicion. He could not be older than a hundred years.

“I am Xu Lei,” he declared, voice ringing with confidence and authority. “The scion of the Stone Spire Sect!”

Kang Wen’s eyes narrowed as he gripped the hilt of his recalled sword tighter, the Steelmark still warm in his other palm. “Is that so? Then it will be an incredible victory for my Sect if I take you down right now. Come, young man. Wet my sword for me.”

A voice suddenly called out from between the trees, laced with clear irritation.

“Godsfucking damn it! Can you lot take your fighting somewhere else?”

Both cultivators turned. Emerging from the dense foliage was a silver-haired man with long, elegant ears that marked him as something other than human. He carried a strange wooden staff topped with a glowing crystal and wore clothing unlike anything Kang Wen had ever seen. It was simple yet oddly well-made, with unfamiliar patterns. Kang Wen frowned deeply. He could not see through the stranger’s cultivation at all. The man’s presence was utterly tranquil, as calm and unassuming as that of a mere mortal. Yet Kang Wen had lived long enough to know that such tranquility could be the most dangerous mask of all. No sane person would casually stroll into the middle of a duel between two Core Formation experts.

Xu Lei’s expression darkened with arrogance. “Insolent fool! This is a matter between cultivators. Scram immediately if you value your worthless life. This forest will become a battlefield, and I have no patience for insects who wander into the path of true power.”

The stranger sighed heavily, clearly unimpressed. “I can’t. I have a responsibility to this forest now, and as long as I am here, I’d like the forest to have its peace so that the local wildlife can flourish.”

Only then did Kang Wen notice the small squirrel perched comfortably on the stranger’s shoulder. The creature chirped once, as if offering its own opinion.

The stranger glanced at the squirrel and nodded. “Oh, so that spear guy is the aggressor, you say?”

It looked as though the two were actually conversing. Kang Wen found the sight bizarre, almost surreal.

Trying to test the stranger’s reaction, Kang Wen spoke up. “This man is Xu Lei, the scion of the Stone Spire Sect, and he possesses profound spearmanship.”

The stranger scratched his cheek, looking genuinely puzzled. “Stones Pyre Sect, you say? Never heard of it!”

Xu Lei’s face twisted with fury, his composure cracking for the first time. “Stone Spire Sect! It is Stone Spire, you ignorant barbarian! How dare a mere woodland rat disrespect the name of my great sect!”

The stranger tried again, tilting his head. “So, Stone is Fire Sect, huh? Sounds weird, but you do you.”

That was the final straw.

Xu Lei flickered forward using his movement technique, spear thrusting toward the stranger’s chest with lethal intent. But the most ridiculous thing happened. The silver-haired man suddenly collapsed into a swirl of withered leaves and branches. The next instant, he reappeared behind Xu Lei and brought his staff down with a resounding thwack right across the young scion’s face.

An awkward silence fell over the forest.

Xu Lei staggered, cheek already swelling, and glared murderously. “How dare you!? You are courting—”

Thwack!

The staff smacked him across the face again before he could finish.

The stranger rested the staff on his shoulder and spoke calmly, “I wouldn’t know about your sect, but all I can see is a young master who would’ve killed a plain mortal if it so much as displeased him. I have no problems beating such young masters. Consider this your only warning: do not set foot in my forest again, or I’ll thwack you more.”

Another awkward silence stretched out.

Kang Wen felt strangely tense. He knew this stranger had to be far from ordinary, perhaps even terrifyingly powerful, yet for some inexplicable reason, he almost felt bad for the man. Or maybe for the forest.

Xu Lei’s face turned purple with rage. He pointed his spear at the silver-haired figure, voice booming with righteous fury. “You dare lay hands on me, Xu Lei, scion of the Stone Spire Sect?! I will make your life miserable! I will burn this pathetic forest to the ground, salt the earth so nothing grows for a thousand years, hunt down every beast and insect within it, and feed their ashes to the dogs! My sect will raze every tree and crush every root until this place is nothing but a barren wasteland! You will beg for death before I am done with you!”

…

..

.

The forest had fallen into an eerie silence after Xu Lei’s casual declaration.

“Since you don’t want to do it the easy way, fine, let’s do it the hard way,” I remarked, thumping my staff on the ground. “Entanglement.”

Roots erupted from the earth like living whips, but Xu Lei leaped backward with impressive speed, dodging the grasping tendrils. It was consistent with the little experience I had fighting cultivators so far. I guessed the minimum was Core Formation for someone to react properly to my abilities. Still, the threat they represented was pretty low compared to a Nascent Soul. This Xu Lei guy appeared to my right, quite obvious to my spiritual sense, which was honestly a rather fun new ability.

“Slumber Pollen.”

A cloud of shimmering golden dust drifted toward him. He inhaled a tiny amount before quickly retreating, coughing once. In the next breath, he appeared directly before me. He pressed a point on his own body and changed the rhythm of his breathing, clearly trying to purge the pollen and regulate his qi.

The cultivator thing to do was probably just to kill him there and ensure there wouldn’t be any revenge, but he was honestly too weak for me to consider it proper self-defense.

Xu Lei’s face twisted with fury. “What are you thinking, you fool?! You should focus when fighting someone of my caliber! You could’ve struck me there when I was regulating my breathing! Are you mocking me?!”

I shrugged. “You’re too weak for me to even bother.”

That made him explode.

Xu Lei gestured with one hand, and a sharp stone spire burst from the ground directly beneath me, aimed viciously upward. If it had connected, it would have struck me right in the balls. I stepped aside calmly.

“That’s a bit too much, no?”

The squirrel on my shoulder chittered angrily. “Beat him! Beat him! He killed my wifey!”

I glanced at the little creature. “Calm down, buddy. How about I resurrect your wifey after this?”

I knew the futility of it, seeking revenge was often the easier path, but I didn’t do easy when it came to my convictions. I took a steady breath.

“But first, let’s end this,” I declared firmly, “Wild Shape: Tyrant Lizard King.”

Power surged through my body as I transformed into a literal Tyrannosaurus Rex, massive and ancient, scales gleaming under the dappled forest light. In this shape, I could access the innate ability called Intimidation. I took in a deep breath, lungs like bellows, and roared directly at Xu Lei.

“ROOOOOOAAAAAARRRR!!!”

The sound shook the trees and sent birds fleeing for miles. Xu Lei froze for a split second, terror flashing across his face. I lunged forward and chomped down, my jaws severing his torso cleanly in half. I spat the lower half aside. The young man now lay on the ground, staring in horror at his own entrails and the missing half of his body. Slowly, the light faded from his eyes.

I guessed I got a bit stronger, huh?

            

    
        022 Test of the Heart

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Kang Wen]

It was an unbelievable sight. A Core Formation expert and a scion of a major sect had been killed so easily, almost casually. Kang Wen’s legs gave out. He dropped to his knees and kowtowed deeply, forehead pressing into the dirt.

“Senior… this junior thanks you from the bottom of his heart,” Kang Wen said, voice thick with emotion. “You have slain a terrible enemy in a war that threatens my people and my sect. Your strength is truly heaven-defying. This Kang Wen will never forget this kindness.”

Kang Wen remained bowed, staring in awe as the silver-haired stranger casually turned to the squirrel on his shoulder and murmured, “So, somewhere around here?”

The stranger unearthed a small, lifeless squirrel from behind a fallen log. He addressed Kang Wen without looking up. “I don’t know about your war, but I guess, in the end, it’s a matter of perspective. I am still growing both as a person and as an individual. I don’t know if my right is right for everyone, but I guess I’m just doing my best to be responsible with the power I possess.”

Qi stirred violently around him as he raised his staff. “Revive Life.”

He placed the dead squirrel on the ground. The earth itself swallowed the tiny body for a moment, then pushed it back to the surface, alive and chittering. The two squirrels nuzzled each other briefly before scampering off into the underbrush.

Soon after, the sky darkened. Heavenly Tribulation stirred, clouds roiling with crackling lightning that struck the stranger without mercy. Yet he simply declared, “Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental,” and endured the heavenly punishment as if it were a light rain. When the tribulation ended, he reverted to his silver-haired form and walked over to Kang Wen.

“Lifepulse.”

A gentle wave of verdant energy washed over Kang Wen. His wounds closed at an incredible pace, broken bones knit together, and even his exhaustion melted away. He stared up at the stranger in pure awe.

“Senior, please!” Kang Wen begged, still on his knees. “Help my Steel Sky Sect! We are under siege by multiple powers, including the Stone Spire Sect. I promise you treasures beyond imagination, rare spiritual herbs, ancient artifacts, wealth that could rival kingdoms, even beauties from the finest clans if that is your desire. Anything! Just name your price!”

The stranger simply shook his head, declining without a word.

Kang Wen spent the next hour desperately trying to convince him. The stranger sat calmly under a large tree, eyes half-closed as he breathed in the surrounding qi and recovered. He would politely nod at Kang Wen’s increasingly frantic offers of the most incredible treasures, rare resources, peerless cultivation manuals, beautiful dual cultivation partners, and mountains of spirit stones, but never once showed the slightest temptation.

Finally, the stranger sighed. “I thought cultivators are supposed to be aloof, but lately I’m thinking your lot is too stuck on your ways. And here I thought you were supposed to cultivate immortality and discard your basest desires.”

He stood up and waved his staff once more. “Revive Life.”

Just like that, Xu Lei’s severed body was pulled back together as it was swallowed by the earth. When Xu Lei was spat back by the earth, he was whole again. The young scion shortly woke with a gasp, crying and trembling as he stared at the stranger with pure terror in his eyes.

The stranger looked down at him impassively. “Go. Leave.”

Xu Lei kowtowed repeatedly, voice shaking. “Thank you, Senior!”

He then fled into the forest as fast as his legs could carry him.

Rage, confusion, and hate bloomed violently in Kang Wen’s heart. He brandished his sword, ready to chase after the fleeing enemy, but a firm hand suddenly rested on his shoulder.

It was Xing Ning, the young master he had been searching for all this time.

With a gentle shake of his head, Xing Ning remarked softly, “Please… don’t…”

…

..

.

I cleaned up the battlefield with a sweep of my hand, using phytokinesis to prop up the damaged trees and straighten their trunks. Then I injected fresh life qi into the soil and surrounding flora, coaxing the forest back to vibrant health. The air smelled sweeter almost immediately, and the faint sounds of returning wildlife filled the canopy. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared, but lately I had realized I was losing memories of Earth. Faces, places, even the taste of certain foods were fading. It felt so pointless now to want to live this camping life to make up for my past life. The druid part of me was honestly starting to erode my will. I was becoming Nevle, and Wally was slowly vanishing.

We walked back to the camp with a new addition trailing behind us in respectful silence.

Xing Ning cleared his throat as we reached the small clearing. He sounded proud as he gestured toward the middle-aged swordsman. “Senior Wo Li, this is Kang Wen the Sword Frenzy, one of the strongest swordsmen of my Steel Sky Sect and a man who has protected me with his life more than once. He is renowned across the continent for fighting with nothing but pure sword arts.”

Kang Wen immediately dropped into a deep bow, cupping his fists. “This junior pays his respects to Senior Wo Li. Your power is beyond anything I have witnessed. However… this junior is curious. Why did you resurrect Xu Lei despite him trying to kill you?”

I shrugged lightly. “Because murder upsets the balance, and at its core, it is unnatural.”

There was a short silence. I could feel the weight of judgment in Kang Wen’s gaze.

He pressed on carefully. “Then what if there was someone stronger, or your match, who attempted to kill you? Would you still spare them?”

I answered honestly, “If they were a real threat to me, then I would kill them. But Xu Lei was not.”

“What about Xu Lei’s sect?” Kang Wen asked next. “They will surely seek revenge for their scion.”

I met his eyes. “If they are indeed a threat to me, then they would have to die too. Were they a threat to me? No, they are not. Moreover, grounds for revenge only sound reasonable if someone did die. Did Xu Lei die? Who died? No one. And if they did come for me, I would deal with them then. Why make demons you must fight when they are not even in front of you?”

It was twisted logic, and I knew the Earthling part of me was speaking those words. It was that old game logic: if we couldn’t exist peacefully on the same server, then one of us had to go. This kind of thinking didn’t mesh well with the druid ideologies that Nevle represented, and lately, my head felt like a complete mess.

Of course, Nevle wasn’t a stranger to murder, since he had killed a few humanoids in his time, and the PvP I had experienced through him carried heavy consequences. I could still recall the inherited memories of him suffering those player-kills, the guilt that followed, the way he had paid dearly for every life taken. It was a strange sensation, half-remembered and half-foreign.

Sometimes I lashed out internally, telling myself Nevle wasn’t real, that Legacy World Online was just a game, and that this whole world was nothing but a dream. But I knew I would only be fooling myself.

When I first came to this world, I thought I had been given a golden opportunity for a nice, long vacation. Instead, I now carried what felt like dormant PTSD lurking somewhere in my brain.

Kang Wen scratched his thick beard, looking genuinely puzzled. “This junior doesn’t really get it. Killing your enemy has always been considered a virtue in the cultivation world. It prevents future troubles.”

I argued back, “It is a virtue I don’t wish to keep.”

He countered, “It is like killing an animal for food or protection. So where is the harm done?”

I glared at him, feeling an angry pit form in my stomach. “But you are human.”

The same was true for Xu Lei.

Kang Wen’s eyes hardened with steel. “Are you?”

Xing Ning quickly stepped between us, raising both hands. “How about we all calm down, huh?”

Kang Wen bravely took a step forward anyway, refusing to back down. “No, this has to be addressed, young master. Because I don’t understand why Senior Wo Li had to let him go. I understand saying this to your face risks any goodwill you have toward Xing Ning or me, if you had any, but it had to be said. Are you stupid? I understand you stand at a lofty realm that allows you to look down on others and only see me as… human. But no, I am a cultivator! I fight! I kill! I cultivate! I protect! I understand I might’ve overstepped my bounds by comparing it to killing an animal, but you have to see where I’m coming from. Why kill a man you would just resurrect later on, and then send him on his way?”

I answered plainly, “To send a message.”

Kang Wen sounded doubtful. “So you are willing to use violence as you please to meet your goals, but not to kill someone? It just sounds… unnecessarily cruel.”

Hypocrite, too.

I remarked plainly, “Yeah.”

I’m definitely not getting any sleep tonight.

We reached the camp just as the afternoon light filtered through the canopy in soft golden shafts. The thorny vines that formed the outer barrier rustled and parted obediently at my approach, creating a wide archway for us to enter. In the middle of the clearing stood my modest treehouse, nestled among the sturdy branches of an ancient oak I had personally reinforced with qi. The air smelled of fresh pine, woodsmoke, and the faint sweetness of blooming wildflowers I had encouraged to grow around the perimeter.

Guo Yimu was sweeping the fallen leaves away with a simple bamboo broom, his bald head gleaming under the dappled sunlight. The monk-cosplayer’s eyes lit up the moment he saw us returning. Without hesitation, he eagerly thrust the broom toward Kang Wen.

“New guy, you sweep!”

Li Ming was a short distance away, chopping firewood with rhythmic swings of a small axe. When she noticed our group, her face broke into a bright, cheerful beam. “Senior Wo Li! Xing Ning! Who is the old man?”

Kang Wen’s thick beard twitched as he pouted, looking genuinely offended for the first time since I had met him. “This old man is not that old…”

Still, he accepted the broom without complaint and began sweeping the leaves into neat piles, his movements precise and disciplined even in such a mundane task.

Xing Ning stepped forward with a polite smile, gesturing toward the middle-aged swordsman. “Everyone, this is Kang Wen, the Sword Frenzy of my Steel Sky Sect. He is a Core Formation expert and one of the most renowned swordsmen on the continent. He has protected me through many dangers and has come seeking me after years of separation.”

Guo Yimu’s expression shifted from eager mischief to polite deference almost instantly. He bowed slightly and reached out with both hands, sounding unexpectedly meek. “Ah… this junior apologizes for the rudeness. May I have the broom back, Senior Kang Wen?”

Kang Wen paused mid-sweep, glanced at the bald man, and then handed the broom back.

Guo Yimu received the broom and immediately set himself free.

“Amitabha! This humble monk is truly blessed to witness such heavenly presence! Senior Kang Wen, your very arrival has illuminated this humble campsite like the first rays of dawn after a thousand nights of darkness! Your sweeping technique is truly divine; each stroke carries the profound Dao of cleanliness, sweeping away not just leaves but also the dust of mortal troubles from our hearts! Your majestic beard flows like the sacred rivers of legend, and your tattered robes flutter with the grace of a battle-hardened immortal! Truly, your aura alone elevates the atmosphere to new heights of spiritual harmony! Of course… hehe… Senior Kang Wen still pales in comparison to the boundless glory of our revered Senior Wo Li, whose very footsteps cause flowers to bloom and trees to sing in joy!"

I smacked Guo Yimu on the back of the head with just enough force to make him stumble forward a step.

“Enough with the shenanigans,” I said, kind of annoyed. “Be kind to Kang Wen. He’s tired from his long journey and has been through a lot. Someone fetch him a new set of robes, something clean and comfortable. And show him proper hospitality. Make sure he has a place to rest, some hot tea, and whatever food we have prepared. He’s our guest now.”

The moment the words left my mouth, the camp erupted into chaos.

Xing Ning’s eyes sparkled with barely contained excitement as he stepped closer. “Senior Kang! How is the sect? Is the Sect Leader still holding the main hall? Have the elders managed to conquer the secret realm? What about the disciples? Did anyone else make it out safely?”

At the same time, Li Ming dropped her axe with a loud thunk and bounced on her toes, grinning from ear to ear. “Senior Kang! You’re a famous sword maniac, right? Let’s spar! Right now! I want to see the Tempest Steel Sword Art up close… please, just one exchange!”

Guo Yimu, never one to be left out, clapped his hands together with dramatic flair. “Amitabha! This humble monk has heard tales of the Steel Mountain Domain’s peerless beauties, graceful as drifting clouds, skin like polished jade, eyes that can steal a man’s soul! Senior Kang Wen, surely you must know the finest ladies of the sect? Tell this poor monk everything! Their names, their temperaments, whether any of them appreciate a man of spiritual depth!”

Kang Wen froze mid-step, his face rapidly turning a deep shade of red beneath the thick beard. The usually stoic Sword Frenzy looked utterly flustered, eyes darting between the three enthusiastic faces crowding around him.

“W-wait—slow down!” he stammered, raising one hand in a defensive gesture. “One at a time, please! This old man can barely keep up. Young Master Xing Ning first, then… the enthusiastic young lady, and… the monk last. Please, have mercy on this weary traveler.”

            

    
        023 The Rat Race

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Kang Wen]

A few days passed peacefully in the hidden forest camp.

Kang Wen gradually learned the rhythm of life among the trees. It wasn’t bad. He couldn’t quite say it was good, either. The daily chores reminded him of his early years as an outer disciple in the Steel Sky Sect with endless errands, sweeping, fetching water, and chopping wood. The difference was the abundance of spiritual resources here. The forest brimmed with rare herbs, spirit fruits, and natural qi veins perfectly suited to each person’s spiritual roots. It was as if the woods themselves provided whatever a cultivator needed for steady progress.

The only real drawback was the absence of proper cultivation manuals or formal instructors. Senior Wo Li made up for that by sparring with them whenever asked, offering guidance through direct combat that sharpened their techniques far better than any lecture could. As for the other two companions, Kang Wen still didn’t know what to make of them. The bald monk Guo Yimu acted like a spoiled young master from a wealthy clan, his rotten personality and hidden treasures giving him away. The young lady Li Ming seemed to hold some special status as well; Xing Ning treated her with unusual respect, and Senior Wo Li never forced her into menial labor. In fact, she often volunteered for it herself.

In the end, Kang Wen decided it would be safest for the young master to remain here. Xing Ning was well-protected under Senior Wo Li’s watch and appeared to be viewed favorably by the group. The young master had even been gifted a precious sword that made even Kang Wen’s heart ache with envy.

On the morning of his departure, Xing Ning stood before him with a reluctant expression.

“Senior Kang Wen… do you really have to go and leave me here?” Xing Ning asked quietly, voice laced with worry.

Kang Wen placed a steady hand on the young man’s shoulder and spoke with calm conviction. “This is for the better, Young Master. Learning from Senior Wo Li will be invaluable to your growth. Besides, the sect is at a sensitive time right now, especially in locating the traitor who caused the incident in the secret realm.”

It was a lie by omission. The search for the traitor had nothing to do with why Kang Wen wanted Xing Ning to stay behind. He had deliberately withheld the truth: the Steel Sky Sect and much of the domain were still under heavy attack. The important thing was that Xing Ning remained safe. He was the living legacy of their sect. The Sect Leader had long ago imprinted the core sword arts and cultivation methods directly into the young master’s bloodline. It was a secret technique passed down from their founding ancestor’s unique constitution. As long as that bloodline endured, the Steel Sky Sect could rise again like a phoenix from the ashes.

Guo Yimu leaned against a tree nearby, sweeping lazily with his broom and complaining loudly. “Aiyo… now there’s no one left to share the chores with. Who’s going to help this poor monk carry water and chop wood every morning?”

Li Ming crossed her arms, looking genuinely disappointed. “Tch. I’ll lose a decent sparring partner. Senior Kang’s sword moves were getting fun to dodge.”

Kang Wen cupped his fists respectfully toward the two of them. “Guo Yimu, Li Ming… This Kang Wen thanks you both for looking kindly upon the young master. Please continue to treat him well in my absence.”

He then turned toward the treetop where Senior Wo Li sat reading a novel, legs dangling casually from a thick branch. Kang Wen bowed deeply.

“Senior Wo Li, this junior thanks you greatly for everything you have done. I will repay this kindness ten-fold when the opportunity arises.”

Senior Wo Li didn’t even look up from his book. He turned a page and remarked casually, “No need. Just stay safe.”

Kang Wen straightened, a complex mix of gratitude, worry, and determination settling in his chest. With one last glance at Xing Ning, he mounted his flying sword and rose into the sky, leaving the peaceful forest camp behind.

The Sword Frenzy had a sect to return to and a war that refused to wait.

…

..

.

I felt bad for Xing Ning. He still didn’t know the full truth. Kang Wen had mentioned something about a war in his sect, and it clearly wasn’t over yet. I could have told Xing Ning everything right then, but I had to respect Kang Wen’s resolve.

If I was going to give the young master the push he needed, it had to come from something he sincerely wanted, not from me forcing the information on him.

I dropped down from my tree, stuffing the novel I had been reading back into my storage ring. “What do you think, Xing Ning?”

Xing Ning hesitated, his fingers tightening around the hilt of his sword. “I felt like Senior Kang Wen was lying to me,” he admitted quietly. “He’s never been good at hiding things from me… but he still tried.”

It seemed he really had no idea about the scale of the conflict, but the fact that he had caught the lie showed he wasn’t completely clueless after all.

Guo Yimu, who had been leaning against a tree, suddenly dropped his usual monk act and spoke in a surprisingly serious tone. “Of course he’s lying.”

Unexpectedly, the bald young man stopped pulling his exaggerated monk impression entirely. “His clothes were in tatters when he came, weren't they? Not to mention all that blood. Senior might’ve healed his injuries, but with that much blood loss, he must’ve fought a terrible battle. I’ve seen my gramps come home looking exactly like that many times. He’d always shrug it off like it was nothing, but I knew better. Must be nice, being a young master, huh? Going so far as to cross domains just to reach you and make sure you’re safe—”

Li Ming smacked him hard on the back of the head. “You are a young master too, idiot!”

Guo Yimu rubbed the spot with an exaggerated wince and complained loudly, “That doesn’t mean because I’m bald it’s fine to smack me on the back of the head again and again! Have some respect for this poor monk’s scalp!”

“You are not even a real monk!”

Xing Ning looked deeply troubled. He turned to me, eyes searching for guidance. “What do you think I should do, Senior?”

I reminded myself that this guy was basically still a teenager, despite his impressive physique from cultivation. He had only just turned seventeen. That meant he had been fifteen when I picked him up from that village where he had nearly been killed in a duel.

I sighed softly. “I won’t be coming with you, so will you still go?”

He held the Blackedge Eclipse out toward me, offering the precious sword back. “Senior, I’m going—”

I gently pushed the blade back into his hands. “Take it. Consider it my blessing. If you’re going, you have to hurry, or Kang Wen will leave you in the dust.”

A look of firm resolve flickered across Xing Ning’s face. He drew the sword with a sharp ring of steel, channeled his qi, and shot into the sky on a streak of light, chasing after his protector.

It was definitely not the responsible thing for an adult to do, letting what practically amounted to a child fly off to war. But this was the cultivation world at the same time.

Li Ming watched Xing Ning disappear into the distance, then turned to me with a curious frown. “Senior, why do you look so conflicted?”

I answered her question with one of my own. “Can you tell me about cultivation realms? How young do they usually start?”

Li Ming scratched her cheek awkwardly. “Um… I don’t know…”

Guo Yimu immediately guffawed. “Hah~! I didn’t know you were so ignorant, princess—”

“Don’t call me that!” Li Ming screamed at him, face flushing red as she raised her hand threateningly again.

I felt the weight of Xing Ning’s departure settle over the camp like a quiet fog. Li Ming and Guo Yimu stood beside me, the usual banter between them dying down as they noticed my silence.

“It was preferred to start as young as five years old,” explained Guo Yimu, voice steady and surprisingly mature. “But even then, it was not guaranteed for one to have talents in cultivation. The existence of spiritual roots is the absolute basis of cultivation. A lack of it means no matter how much you dream of cultivation, you will never be able to do it. This logic also applies between realms, since some would peak in Qi Condensation or Foundation Establishment and never go further. At the bare minimum, cultivators would have to go through Body Tempering before they start interacting with qi in a more efficient manner. However, most cultivators would skip this stage with the blessings of a higher-level cultivation method and quickly start with Qi Condensation. Various sects would follow different philosophies and teachings, but at their core, they are a dog-eat-dog world. That is why hierarchies are very important within sects. Most outer sect disciples are only mortals or stuck at Body Tempering. In order to advance, you’d have to show talent or some other qualities worth taking you in… like, for example, being a son or a grandson of an elder, like me.”

Guo Yimu gave a small, self-deprecating smile. “I confess, being born to the right parents is a skill too. And like me, Xing Ning had that opportunity, and at the same time, the responsibilities attached to it. That meant cultivating zealously, so I wasn’t envious of Xing Ning one bit despite being five years younger than me and having roughly the same cultivation. That level of ‘talent’ or ‘dedication’ must mean a lot of people have huge expectations of him. On the surface, I was of the same cultivation and roughly the same age, but the truth was that he and I were very different. Essentially, he and I were what you’d call manufactured geniuses, thus young masters."

I realized slowly that I might’ve underestimated this cultivation world subconsciously. I had seen the flashy battles and the qi techniques, but I had never truly grasped how mercilessly the system shaped people from the moment they drew their first breath.

Guo Yimu continued without missing a beat, as if he had given this lecture a hundred times before. “The standard is that at least before fifty years old, one must reach the beginnings of Qi Condensation already, gaining you a maximum lifespan of a hundred years. At Foundation Establishment, you gain a century or two. Cultivation is essentially a rat race against death, so I believe it to be foolish for Senior to ask how young they start, when the moment a person is born, the rat race has already begun.”

It was honestly a really bleak way to look at life. I knew what a rat race was like from Earth, and I didn’t like it. I thought I had left that world behind, but that world might chase me here. I guessed it would really be for the best for me to isolate myself from the cultivation world as much as I could, huh?

Ugh…

I wasn’t blind to the reality that this wouldn’t last forever. After all, there must be a purpose why I came to this world, right? The more time that passed, the more certain I became of it, and I was dreading the day I would have to abandon this lifestyle.

Li Ming stepped closer and placed a gentle hand on my arm, her voice soft and reassuring. “Senior, don’t look so conflicted. Xing Ning could handle himself. He was a true genius, unlike a certain bald donkey over there.”

Guo Yimu immediately protested, puffing out his chest. “Hey! Who are you calling a bald donkey? This humble monk is a manufactured young master too, you know! I have feelings!”

            

    
        024 Roo’s Daily Life?

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Roo]

Every creature within the vast, breathing wilderness possessed a rhythm to its existence, a pattern that governed its waking hours and guided its purpose. From the smallest burrowing insect that traced familiar tunnels beneath damp soil, to the towering, self-proclaimed pinnacle of bipedal excellence that was Roo, routine defined them all. Roo’s mornings began unfailingly at dawn, when pale light stretched across the canopy and painted the world in quiet gold. At that sacred hour, he rose onto his powerful legs and commenced his disciplined training in the Way of the Bound Sky Strider, a martial art he considered both unmatched and invincible.

Yet that certainty had begun to crack recently.

“I CHALLENGE YOU TO AN AWESOME BATTLE—!”

“Entanglement,” the silver-haired pointy-eared ape said flatly, barely glancing up as he tapped his wooden staff against the earth.

The ground had answered instantly. Roots erupted like coiling serpents, binding Roo’s legs, tail, and torso in an unyielding grip. He strained, muscles bulging with effort, but the more he resisted, the tighter the roots constricted.

By the time he finally snapped them apart with sheer persistence, the strange ape with pointy ears had already vanished, leaving behind only silence and the faint imprint of something Roo could not quite understand.

This had not been a single occurrence.

It had become a pattern.

Each time Roo sought him out, eager for another glorious clash, the result remained the same: a brief declaration, an incomprehensible word, and total immobilization. The flaw gnawed at Roo’s thoughts as he resumed grazing, his powerful jaws tearing through grass while his mind churned with uncharacteristic doubt.

Still, routine demanded continuation.

Roo avoided the region marked by thick, thorny vines, an unmistakable boundary encircling the territory of the pointy-eared ape. Even Roo, who considered himself unstoppable, chose to circle around them rather than test their bite.

Recently, however, that area had grown busy.

Strange apes had begun to gather near the thorny perimeter, clad in unusual garments and carrying long, gleaming metal sticks. They spoke loudly, often in disagreement, their voices carrying across the forest.

“I heard the Hermit Sage hasn’t accepted a single visitor in years!”

“That’s because you fools lack sincerity. True masters recognize true intent.”

“Intent doesn’t matter if we starve waiting here. I say we gather what we can from herbs, fruits, anything of value, and leave.”

“You would abandon enlightenment for berries?”

“I would prefer survival over delusion!”

Roo observed them from a distance, ears twitching as their chatter filled the air. He did not understand their purpose, nor their fixation on the elusive pointy-eared ape. What he did understand, however, was opportunity for a hot-blooded battle.

Three of them had strayed slightly from the others.

That meant three challengers for Roo!

Roo’s powerful legs coiled beneath him, and his chest swelled as excitement surged through his body.

“HRRRAAAH-CHH! GRAAA-KOOO!” he bellowed, his voice echoing through the trees as he issued what he believed to be a formal and honorable challenge.

They did not respond appropriately.

One turned, confused, barely managing to register the incoming blur before Roo descended from above. The impact was devastating. Roo’s muscular shoulders collided with the unfortunate ape, launching him into the air before gravity reclaimed him with a brutal thud.

The second attempted to react, raising his metal stick defensively, but Roo’s tail swept low and fast. The strike took his legs out from under him, sending him crashing face-first into the forest floor.

“So fragile!” Roo thought, genuinely perplexed.

The third, a female, reacted with far more urgency. She drew twin blades, her stance tightening as she attempted to track Roo’s erratic movements. But Roo had already leapt again, bounding between trees with explosive agility. His feet struck bark and branches in rapid succession, his body becoming a blur of motion.

He struck.

Not with claws, but with the padded force of his limbs.

Each hit landed with a sharp, echoing smack, leaving vivid red marks across her face and arms as she struggled to keep up.

“I DON’T EVEN NEED TO USE MY CLAWS ON YOU!” Roo declared triumphantly.

“Oh heavens, it talks!” she yelped, panic breaking through her composure.

Her distraction cost her everything.

Roo’s tail snapped forward, striking her across the face with decisive force. She collapsed instantly, joining her companions in unconscious stillness.

Silence returned.

Roo stood among them, chest rising and falling as he surveyed the battlefield. After a moment, he lowered himself and sat directly atop the trio, his weight pinning them in place as he entered deep contemplation.

There had been speed.

There had been strength.

But something still felt… incomplete.

After several long minutes of reflection, Roo nodded to himself and rose, satisfied for the moment. Without another glance, he bounded away, leaving the fallen challengers behind.

When they awoke, groggy and disoriented, they did not linger. Panic overtook curiosity, and they fled without hesitation, abandoning whatever ambitions had brought them there.

By midday, Roo had moved on.

He traversed the forest with steady momentum until he encountered a familiar presence lounging beneath a shaded cluster of trees. A young tiger flicked its tail in visible frustration.

“This is unbearable,” the tiger muttered. “I can’t even sneak into the pointy ears’ territory anymore. Those thorny vines block every path. How am I supposed to ambush him in his sleep now? It’s boring!”

Roo’s expression hardened immediately.

“FOOL!” he roared, his voice shaking nearby leaves.

The tiger flinched, ears flattening.

Roo advanced without hesitation, delivering a swift, punishing strike that sent the young predator tumbling across the ground.

The tiger scrambled to its feet, only to be met with another blow.

“W-What was that for?!” the tiger cried, voice cracking.

Roo did not relent.

“REFLECT!” he bellowed, striking again.

The tiger yelped, stumbling backward.

“REFLECT! TRUE STRENGTH COMES FROM CONFRONTING YOUR CHALLENGES HEAD ON!”

Another hit landed, and the tiger finally broke, tears welling as it turned and fled into the undergrowth, its cries echoing faintly as it disappeared.

“The younger generation is getting lazier by the day, hah~! I should whip that tiger more to shape!”

Roo did not concern himself with age or hierarchy when it came to friends. Anyone who could stand, move, and survive at least one exchange was a friend, which in Roo’s understanding translated directly into a sparring partner.

The young tiger had qualified, though barely. There had been something off about that one. A predator by nature, yet it hesitated, complained, and sought advantage through concealment rather than confrontation.

Roo could not understand that contradiction.

Dusk settled over the forest, casting long shadows that stretched like dark fingers between the trees. The air cooled, and the sounds of the day shifted into the quiet murmurs of night-bound creatures. Roo slowed his pace, scanning his surroundings for movement, for presence, for anything worthy of engagement.

That was when he saw it.

A massive, coiling form lay partially obscured among the undergrowth, its scales dark as polished obsidian, its body thick enough to crush saplings beneath its weight. Its eyes gleamed faintly in the fading light.

“OH, OLD BLACKIE! I CHALLENGE YOU—”

“No, you don’t,” the great snake replied calmly, already in motion as his long body slipped toward a narrow opening within the wall of thorny vines.

Roo halted mid-step, his entire posture freezing as confusion overtook him.

“WHAT IS THIS!?” he demanded, his voice cracking through the evening air.

Old Black’s body flowed effortlessly through the hidden passage, his scales brushing against the vines without so much as a scratch. He paused just beyond the threshold, his head turning slightly as he regarded Roo with something resembling amusement.

“Hah~! I guess you really don’t know,” Old Black said, his tone carrying a lazy satisfaction. “It’s for those who wish to give tributes to the sage. A secret path the sage allowed for us to come and go as we please to his domain. Word around is, the sage doesn’t really like you that well, so the local wildlife decided to leave you out of the loop.”

The words struck Roo with unexpected force.

“WHAT!? BUT WE’RE BEST FRIENDS! WE ALWAYS SPAR—”

“Stop, stop shouting,” Old Black interjected, his voice tightening slightly as he resumed slithering forward. His massive body moved with quiet authority, weaving between predators and prey alike. None challenged him. None even flinched.

Respect followed him like a shadow.

Roo lingered at the edge of the vines, his thoughts churning as he watched the snake’s retreating form. Around him, the forest carried on in a strangely unified rhythm. Creatures moved with purpose rather than fear, their paths crossing without immediate violence. It was subtle, but undeniable.

Something had changed in recent years.

The forest had grown. Trees stood taller, their canopies denser. Creatures once rarely seen had begun to reappear, stronger, healthier. The very air carried a weight that Roo could feel but not name, something that pressed gently against his skin and stirred a restless energy within his muscles.

“I suggest you be on your way, Roo,” said Old Black. “Or maybe you want to come along?”

“OH, COME ON!” cried Roo as he complained. “I DEMAND A CHALLENGE, OLD BLACK! COME BACK HERE!”

“You always shout, Roo. That’s why you are having a hard time making friends.”

The voice descended like a soft current, smooth and measured.

Roo turned sharply.

Perched upon a sturdy branch above him was the Wise Owl, her feathers layered in muted tones that blended seamlessly with the encroaching night. Her eyes, sharp and unblinking, reflected a depth that few in the forest could match.

In this land, two names carried unquestioned weight.

Old Black.

Wise Owl.

They stood at the pinnacle, acknowledged by all who lived beneath the canopy.

Old Black’s low chuckle echoed faintly from within the vine passage. “What are you doing here, Owlette?”

“Oh, stop that, you old snake,” Wise Owl replied, her head tilting slightly. “I’m a grown owl now.”

Old Black’s body shifted deeper within the hidden path, though his voice remained clear. “You are a stickler of balance, someone who took it upon herself to protect the forest. Isn’t this sage upsetting this balance by staying here? The qi in the atmosphere has doubled over the years, and I’ve never felt closer to breaking through the next realm, a thought I’d only consider if I snuck into the Emerald Verdant Forest. Shouldn’t you be condemning him? Oh, is that why you are here? I see, and here I thought you were going to give tribute like me.”

Roo’s ears twitched rapidly as he struggled to follow the exchange.

“Tribute?” he interjected, stepping closer to the thorny boundary. “You? Should I give one too?”

“Oh, I just brought you here because it’s funny, so don’t think too much about it,” said Old Black, his tone unapologetically amused. “But yes, I’m giving a tribute. After all, this sage is now the master of this forest, and I owe him a favor for looking kindly on this old snake.”

His body coiled slightly as he continued, his voice lowering into something more reflective.

“See, it’s in my nature to be cruel, to enjoy the hunt, to feed on that instinct, and he respected it. Many cultivators would see me as a demonic beast and nothing else. Sad, narrow views. So I am here to give him tribute to show I acknowledge him too.”

“It’s indeed an admirable outlook to see things for what they are,” said the Wise Owl, “but the sage has been confused lately. He asked me for advice and even offered a home to his tree, and that is why I have come. I hope I can ease his worries and fears. To be frank, I admire him, the way he handles things and the way he was before.”

Old Black slowed his movement, listening.

“Balance is a very delicate thing, and it is a good thing,” Wise Owl continued. “To be able to accept your place in nature is a gift in itself, and he understands that in ways none of the cultivators can. But recently, the sage has been eating less, and his walks around the forest have been reduced. It worries me.”

Roo followed alongside them, his powerful strides oddly restrained as he kept pace with the procession. His ears flicked occasionally as their conversation flowed over him like a language he could not quite grasp. Words such as balance, fear, and worry held little meaning in his world. When confusion arose, Roo met it with motion, with impact, with the clarity that came from exertion.

In his mind, the solution was simple.

If the pointy-eared ape was troubled, then he only needed a proper battle.

They moved deeper into the territory, passing through the hidden path within the thorny vines. The moment Roo crossed the threshold, something shifted. The air felt heavier yet gentler, as though it pressed against him while simultaneously easing the tension in his muscles. Despite the number of creatures moving together, their presence made almost no sound. Leaves did not crunch. Branches did not sway. Even Roo’s usual thunderous steps softened into something muted.

It was as if the forest itself acknowledged them.

Or perhaps it was yielding.

They reached the center, where an enormous tree sat.

Old Black lifted his head slightly, his tongue flicking as he tasted the atmosphere.

“It never fails to amaze me,” he remarked. “The concentration of qi and faith has become so potent it has become sacred ground in such a short time.”

…

..

.

[POV: Guo Yimu]

Guo Yimu stirred from his sleep, the quiet stillness of early evening wrapping around him as he opened his eyes. The modest interior of the workshop-cum-sleeping quarters greeted him. For a brief moment, he lay still, letting his thoughts settle.

His gaze shifted.

Li Ming rested nearby, her breathing steady and untroubled. Strands of her hair fell gently across her face, unmoving in the calm air. Since Xing Ning had left, the space had grown quieter, leaving only the two of them to occupy it.

Guo Yimu exhaled softly.

A lesser man might have been tempted by such a sight, might have allowed his thoughts to wander into inappropriate territory.

Guo Yimu was not that kind of man, not so lustful he’d force himself in a woman so one-sidedly.

He had standards.

He sat up, stretching his arms and rolling his shoulders as he reached for his straw sandals. As he adjusted his robes, he paused briefly, noting once again the strange comfort that clung to them. They remained clean, untouched by dust or sweat no matter how much time passed.

Senior Wo Li’s spell.

It was convenient in a way that bordered on absurd.

“I should really ask him to teach me that,” Guo Yimu muttered under his breath. “Calling him a sage wouldn’t even be an exaggeration at this point.”

He stepped outside, intending to relieve himself, but the sight that greeted him halted his movement entirely.

A procession.

Animals of various kinds moved together in quiet formation, their presence calm yet deliberate. At the forefront, a massive black snake slithered with unsettling grace, its sheer size enough to send a flicker of caution through Guo Yimu’s mind.

“Is that a demonic beast?” he murmured, his eyes narrowing slightly.

“Greetings, neighbor.”

The voice came from above.

Guo Yimu blinked and looked up, only to find an owl perched neatly on one of the wooden beams. Its eyes met his without hesitation, sharp and aware in a way that immediately dismissed any illusion of normalcy.

He rubbed his eyes.

The scene did not change.

“…Right,” he said slowly, lowering his hand.

His attention shifted again, scanning the procession until something particularly bizarre caught his eye.

A bipedal creature stood among them.

It had a long, muscular tail, powerful legs, and a face that resembled something between rodent and beast, though it matched nothing he could recall from memory.

“What manner of beast is that?” Guo Yimu asked, his voice laced with disbelief.

The creature turned.

Its eyes locked onto him instantly.

“I CHALLENGE YOU TO A GRAND FESTIVAL OF SWEAT AND BLOOD!” it roared, its voice exploding across the clearing. “LET’S EXCHANGE THE MOST HEART-POUNDING MOMENTS OF OUR SPECIES! SHOW ME YOUR POWER! DOMINATE! CONQUER! FOR I AM ROO!”

Guo Yimu’s thoughts derailed completely.

Recognition struck like a slap.

Was that the creature Xing Ning and Senior Wo Li had mentioned before?

“…Motherfucker—”

He did not finish the sentence.

Roo moved.

The distance vanished in an instant as a powerful leg swung forward with terrifying precision. The impact connected squarely with Guo Yimu’s face, sending him airborne before he even had the chance to react.

The world spun violently.
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                [POV: Wo Li]

I woke with a start, my body tangled in the simple bedding inside my tree house.

An uncomfortable heaviness pressed against my chest, not pain exactly, but a deep unease that lingered like fog in my mind. The dream had come again with vivid fragments of another life, where I had been Nevle Drol Diurdhcra, a name that felt both alien and intimately mine.

In those visions, I moved through incredible cities and great wilderness, a world of fantasy and forgotten gods. Yet each time the dream faded, pieces of my Earth memories seemed to shave away, eroded like sandstone under relentless rain.

“It’s getting worse by the day.”

I sat up, rubbing my temples, and pushed the thoughts aside. Dwelling on them only made the discomfort worse. The first light of dawn filtered through the walls of the tree, casting soft green patterns across the floor.

Stepping outside, I nearly tripped over a familiar form sprawled on the ground. Guo Yimu lay there, his bald head gleaming faintly in the morning dew, his robes twisted awkwardly around him. What was wrong with this baldy? He had clearly chosen to sleep right here instead of inside like a normal person. A suspicious dark patch stained the front of his lower robes. Did he piss himself while asleep? The thought made me wrinkle my nose in distaste.

With a sigh, I raised my hand and murmured the incantation. “Cleansing Spirits.”

A gentle swirl of translucent energy enveloped him, lifting away the grime and moisture in an instant. The spell worked perfectly, as always.

“Hu hu hu hu,” let out Guo Yimu with a strange laugh. “Yes, yes, right there… just a little bit lower… yes… yes…”

“Ugh… what the hell, man?” I muttered under my breath, turning away quickly.

Shaking off the awkwardness, I started my day the usual way of gathering the tributes left during the night. The offerings had piled up again at the base of the tree with rare fruits, bundles of medicinal herbs, chunks of venison filled with strange energy, and even a few random knick-knacks. There were a lot of them, like usual.

I moved methodically, moving the heavier items with a casual wave of phytokinesis and directing them inside the tree’s storage hollow.

As I worked, my ears caught distant sounds from beyond the woven curtain of vines. Soft wingbeats cut through the morning air, followed by a familiar, measured hoot.

“Greetings, master of the forest.”

I didn’t even look up at first, guiding a bundle of herbs into the hollow with a flick of my fingers. “I’m glad you made it. But please, just call me Wo Li. I claim not to be the master of any such forest, you know?”

She settled onto a low branch nearby, feathers shifting in quiet elegance. The owl’s large eyes reflected the dim green light, watching me with that same knowing calm she always carried.

I shortly finished transferring the tributes I received last night. There was honestly a lot of them. Sometimes, I’d only receive trickles, scattered offerings like hesitant gestures. But once a month, without fail, it would come in bulk like this, as if the entire forest had conspired to empty its gratitude all at once.

I exhaled slowly, brushing dirt from my hands before turning to her.

“Thank you… for agreeing to accompany me, talk to me, and offer advice,” I said, my voice quieter than I intended. “I think I could use some of that advice right now.”

She tilted her head slightly, attentive.

“I asked you here because… do you know a way to stop these tributes?” I gestured vaguely toward the now half-empty pile. “Honestly, I’d prefer they stop doing it. It’s excessive. And no matter how many times I try to ignore it or tell them off, they keep insisting.”

The owl let out a soft, thoughtful hoot before replying, her voice calm and even.

“It is their way, Wo Li. A way for the local wildlife to express their gratitude to you. In offering these tributes, they believe they repay a debt… and in doing so, it gives them peace of mind.”

Before I could respond, a rustling sound came from behind me.

“Senior? What am I doing here?”

I glanced over my shoulder. Guo Yimu had stirred awake, pushing himself upright with a sluggish motion, his expression muddled and unfocused.

“I don’t know,” I replied flatly. “You tell me.”

He blinked a few times, looking around as if the world had rearranged itself without his permission. “I don’t know… I can’t remember.”

The owl shifted slightly on her branch, her talons scraping softly against the bark as she regarded Guo Yimu’s confused face. “It is possible that a certain bipedal beast encountered him during the night. If the young monk stirred awake and wandered, such a creature might have struck him unconscious before he could comprehend the situation.”

There weren’t many in this forest that fit that description. My mind immediately settled on a certain overgrown marsupial with an attitude problem.

Guo Yimu scratched his bald head, still sitting on the ground. “I don’t remember it, though.”

“That’s not surprising,” I replied before the owl could elaborate. I waved a hand dismissively. “And for the record, baldy here isn’t really a monk. No need to take him seriously.”

“I understand,” the owl said simply, her golden eyes flicking toward him without judgment.

Guo Yimu straightened at that, clearly dissatisfied. He pressed his palms together and spoke with exaggerated composure, “Though my current state may be… unconventional, I still walk a path aligned with discipline and clarity. Titles are but illusions, yet one must not abandon the principles of a monk so lightly.”

I stared at him for a moment, then looked away. “Yeah, sure.”

Before the conversation could spiral further, the wooden door of the guesthouse creaked open. Li Ming stepped out, stretching her arms high above her head as a yawn escaped her.

“Wow, Baldy actually woke up this early for once,” she said, blinking the sleep from her eyes.

Guo Yimu looked faintly offended but didn’t respond immediately.

Li Ming turned to me, already more alert. “Do you want me to chop more wood?”

I shook my head. “We have too much already. At this rate, we could build another house out of spare firewood alone.”

She shrugged, unconcerned, and leaned lazily against the doorway. Behind her, the small building that used to be Xing Ning’s workshop, now repurposed as a guesthouse, stood quietly beneath the morning light. Vines had crept along its walls, weaving between wooden panels, while small flowers bloomed in scattered clusters. They weren’t harmful, just another sign that the forest was slowly reclaiming everything in its reach.

I glanced between the two of them, then turned away.

“Do as you please,” I said. “I’m going on a stroll.”

My gaze shifted to the owl. “Would you come with me?”

She spread her wings slightly before gliding down, landing lightly atop my head.

“Do you not mind?” she asked.

“It’s fine,” I replied, already stepping away from the campsite.

The soft weight of her presence settled comfortably, her feathers brushing faintly against my hair as I walked past the outer ring of trees.

My meeting with her had been brief, but strangely natural. Not long ago, she had found me lying in the grass, staring blankly at the sky while my thoughts spiraled into places I didn’t care to revisit. She had spoken first, her voice calm and unintrusive, and somehow the conversation had just… continued.

Since then, I found myself seeking it out.

Silence was easy, but it wasn’t always welcome.

“I just realized something,” I said as we moved deeper into the forest. “I never got your name.”

“I do not have one,” she replied.

I slowed slightly. “You don’t?”

“No. Would you like to give me one?”

I considered that for a moment, stepping over a fallen branch. “How do beasts usually get their names then?”

Her claws shifted lightly as she adjusted her balance.

“A beast most often receives a name from humans,” she explained. “However, such conventions rarely apply to wildlife. The exception lies with those who have awakened their spark, a symbol of sapience that allows one to communicate eloquently with others, including humans.”

There was a subtle shift in her tone, something almost… lively.

“I have had a few pleasant encounters with humans in the past,” she continued, sounding faintly pleased. “Though recently, the cultivators visiting this forest have proven considerably less agreeable.”

I exhaled through my nose. “Yeah… sorry about that.”

She didn’t respond immediately, but I could feel the faintest hint of amusement in her silence.

That was part of why I liked talking to her. She carried herself with a kind of composed intelligence. At the same time, there was an undercurrent of personality that slipped through in small ways.

In terms of presence, she was strong. Around Core Formation, if I had to guess. That alone made her stand apart from most of the wildlife here, which probably explained why the others described her as aloof.

We continued walking, the forest stretching quietly around us.

“So,” I said after a while, “let’s try this naming thing.”

She didn’t object.

“Hmm… how about… Ash?”

“Ash is acceptable,” she said after a brief pause, “but it feels somewhat… incomplete.”

“Alright. What about… Luma?”

“Too soft.”

“Feather.”

“…No.”

I let out a small breath, glancing upward slightly as if that would help me think. “You’re picky.”

“I am thorough,” she corrected calmly.

“Right. Of course you are.”

I walked a few more steps in silence before another name came to mind.

“…Willow.”

“Willow… is agreeable.”

We eventually found ourselves at the lake, its surface still and reflective like polished glass beneath the morning light. The air there always felt different, quieter in a way that pressed gently against the senses rather than suffocating them.

I removed my boots and set them aside before lowering myself onto a flat rock at the edge. The stone was cool beneath me. I dipped my foot into the water, watching the ripples spread outward in slow, overlapping circles.

Willow fluttered down from my head and landed beside me, her feathers settling neatly as she folded her wings.

“Have you been eating well?” she asked.

“I’ve been eating,” I replied, staring at the shifting reflections in the water. “Well enough, I guess. Though I’ve been losing my appetite lately. Things have been feeling directionless, like I’m just moving because I can, not because I know where I’m going. Still, I enjoy this. Right now, I mean.”

Before she could respond, a presence drew my attention to the opposite side of the lake.

A woman stood there, completely naked.

She didn’t seem bothered in the slightest, her long dark hair cascading down her body as she gazed across the water with an unreadable expression.

Willow’s voice lowered slightly. “Do you know her?”

“She shows up once in a while,” I said. “Doesn’t really say much.”

Willow’s gaze sharpened. “I am familiar with every noteworthy being within this forest. She is not among them. That woman is likely not from here.”

That didn’t surprise me.

It wasn’t long ago that she had approached me, asking for permission to live in the forest like I had any authority to grant it. I still didn’t understand why everyone kept assuming I was some kind of master of the forest here.

The woman moved suddenly, diving into the lake without a splash. Her form vanished beneath the surface, leaving only faint distortions in the water.

For a brief moment, there was nothing.

Then a shadow writhed beneath us.

Before I could react, she emerged right beside the rock, water cascading off her as if the lake itself had pushed her upward. She brushed her long hair to one side, revealing her face more clearly.

“Hello,” she said.

“Yeah, hello too,” I replied, not particularly startled anymore.

Willow stepped slightly forward, her posture composed. “You there. Where do you come from?”

“The ocean,” the woman answered simply.

Her gaze shifted immediately, locking onto Willow with intense curiosity.

“She talks.”

Now that I thought about it, I guessed it wasn’t normal. My ability allowed me to understand animals, but this? Willow’s words weren’t being translated to me through the ability. She was speaking, clearly and directly.

“I utilize sound transmission,” explained Willow. “It is a technique I learned from cultivators. Those who have awakened their spark possess boundless curiosity and a learning capacity comparable to humans. It is the minimum requirement for beasts to begin cultivation.”

“That sounds cool,” I idly remarked.

Willow paused briefly before adding, “My name is Willow. What is yours?”

“Zhen Ai,” the woman replied.

I gave a small nod, introducing myself to not feel left out. “Wo Li.”

Zhen Ai smiled faintly at that, then without another word, she dove back into the lake. A few seconds passed, and when she resurfaced again, this time dragging something massive with her. She heaved it forward, dropping it onto the rock beside me with a wet, heavy thud.

I stared down at a large and headless fish.

That was one way to go, huh?

Sleek body, silvery scales, faint hints of red along its sides.

Salmon…?

I wasn’t entirely sure. I had never actually seen one in person before, which now that I thought about it, felt oddly disappointing.

“It is tribute,” Zhen Ai said.

Of course it was.

I stared at the fish, then at her, then back at the fish.

The problem was… I had no idea how to prepare it. Sure, I could throw it into a fire, but the thought didn’t appeal to me right now. My appetite had already been questionable, and this wasn’t helping.

“Thanks,” I said after a moment. “Really. I appreciate it.”

Zhen Ai’s expression shifted slightly, a hint of sadness creeping in at the edges.

Willow clicked her beak softly. “You should accept it. If you do not wish to eat it, I will.”

I glanced at her, then back at Zhen Ai.

“…Alright,” I said, nodding once. “Thank you, Zhen Ai. I’ll take it.”

Her expression brightened almost instantly.

Before I could say anything else, Willow hopped forward, grabbed the fish with surprising decisiveness, and began pecking into it with clear enthusiasm.

I let out a small laugh, shaking my head.

“The texture is excellent,” Willow commented between bites. “Firm, yet yielding. The energy within the flesh is also quite refined. This is a high-quality offering.”

Zhen Ai watched for a moment, then slipped back into the lake. Her body moved fluidly beneath the surface, circling, twisting, her form almost playful as she began what looked like a dance. She kept glancing at me as she moved.

Willow paused mid-meal, lifting her head.

“That… is a dragon dance,” she said, her voice carrying a note of awe. “A form of movement performed by dragons. It is said to bless the earth with heaven’s embrace.”

I looked out across the lake. The water began to change. Qi gathered, faint at first, then growing denser, coalescing into shimmering motes of light that drifted lazily through the air. Zhen Ai’s movements became more graceful, more deliberate. Slowly and impossibly, her form began to rise.

Water cascaded downward as something vast emerged.

Her human shape stretched, expanded, transformed.

Scales replaced skin. Limbs elongated. Her presence surged upward into something immense and ancient.

A dragon.

She ascended into the sky, her body coiling elegantly as a rainbow trailed behind her like a lingering echo of light.

I watched in silence.

Beside me, Willow spoke softly.

“Truly beautiful,” she paused briefly, her voice lowering with a thoughtful weight, “A dance of all things. Among their kind, such displays are not done lightly. Dragons are creatures bound closely to the flow of qi and the will of heaven itself. When they move in such a manner, they are not merely expressing emotion, but influencing the world around them.”

She shifted slightly, feathers rustling as she continued.

“The species known as dragons are not native in the same sense as beasts of the forest. They are ancient, often originating from vast bodies of water such as oceans, deep rivers, or hidden celestial springs. Their bodies act as conduits of natural energy, allowing them to gather and refine qi instinctively. This is why their presence alone can alter weather, nourish land, or disturb the balance of an entire region.”

I listened quietly, my eyes still on the fading traces of light.

Willow’s tone remained steady, though there was a clear note of fascination beneath it.

“They possess intelligence far beyond most awakened beasts, and their lifespans stretch across epochs. Many cultivate not out of necessity, but refinement. Some take human form to better interact with the world, while others remain in their true bodies, distant and untouchable. Their temperament varies greatly as some are benevolent, others indifferent, and some are… less forgiving.”

She paused again, then added more quietly,

“For a dragon to perform a dance such as that… it signifies a moment of significance. Celebration, transformation, or the continuation of their lineage. It is not something shown without reason. Ah, I understand now. She’s with child.”

The last mote of light flickered out over the lake.

I exhaled slowly, lowering my gaze to the water.

“…And here I thought I was just getting free fish.”
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                The soil had been damp and stubborn beneath my fingers, clumping beneath my nails as I carved out a shallow grave with slow, deliberate motions. Each scoop felt heavier than the last, not because of the dirt, but because of what lay beside me. The small, broken body of the bear cub rested in unnatural stillness, its fur matted and darkened where violence had claimed it.

Willow’s voice drifted down from her perch above. “Nature is cruel, violent, and doesn’t care for the feelings of sapients like you and me. Beasts at their core are simple-minded, and it’s that simplicity that lets them act on their baser instincts.”

I exhaled through my nose, pushing another handful of dirt aside before glancing at the cub again. “Yeah, but it still sucks.”

I had known, in theory, how brutal nature could be. Documentaries, trivia, detached narrations spoken in calm voices over horrific imagery. They never prepared me for the rawness of witnessing it directly. The male bear hadn’t hesitated. It had mauled the cub with a singular purpose, clearing the path to bring the mother back into heat, ensuring its own lineage would dominate. There had been no malice in its eyes, no hesitation, just instinct carried out to its natural conclusion.

And it wasn’t unique. I had seen enough already to understand that. Just days ago, by the riverside, I had watched a hippo crush a young one in its jaws with the same indifferent certainty, probably the same reason the bear had. It was Natural Selection at its finest and cruelest.

The grave was deep enough.

I gently placed the cub inside, its small form settling into the earth as if it had always belonged there.

Willow tilted her head slightly, her golden eyes fixed on me. “Why didn’t you resurrect it? You’re fully capable of doing so.”

My hand lingered above the grave.

The answer should have come easily. Balance. That was the word people liked to use, the justification that made everything neat and acceptable. But as I stared at the cub, that reasoning felt hollow, like something repeated too often without understanding.

“I thought it was about balance,” I admitted quietly. “But I don’t think that’s it anymore.”

I began covering the body, each handful of soil dulling the sight until it disappeared completely.

“It’s cruel,” I continued, my voice steady despite the weight pressing in my chest. “Maybe it’s how things are meant to be. But I’m still learning.”

I pressed the last layer of dirt down firmly and sat back on my heels.

“I don’t want to be weak anymore,” I said after a moment. “If I’m going to hold onto my agency, I need to strengthen my resolve.”

“...”

I looked up at Willow. “Can you teach me how to be wise?”

She let out a soft, almost amused sound. “That would be a challenging task. I doubt I qualify as wise. The local wildlife calls me the Wise Owl, but that’s just a name. Wisdom isn’t something one can simply claim. Only sages can truly call themselves wise.”

I shook my head slightly. “Wisdom comes in many forms. Sometimes just being able to listen is enough.”

Her gaze lingered on me for a long moment before she gave a small nod. “Then I will do everything I can.”

That was enough for me.

“If I’m going to adapt to this world, I can’t just live in it. I have to enrich myself.” I glanced back up at Willow and asked. “Do you have anyone in mind who could help me learn more?”

She ruffled her feathers lightly. “I have two creatures in mind.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it, really.”

It didn’t take long before I found the first of them.

Or rather, he found me.

A blur of motion cut through the underbrush, landing a short distance away with explosive energy. Muscles coiled, eyes blazing with intensity, the kangaroo stood upright, his tail balancing him like a counterweight of pure force.

He pointed at me dramatically, voice bursting with unrestrained fervor. “I CHALLENGE YOU TO THE MOST PASSIONATE DUEL EVER!”

I blinked once.

Then I sighed.

“Entanglement,” I uttered calmly with a thump of my staff.

Roots erupted from the ground without hesitation, coiling tightly around his legs and tail, binding him in place before he could even launch forward. The forest itself obeyed without question, tightening its grip until Roo was completely immobilized.

He struggled for a moment, then froze, eyes wide.

I stepped closer, studying him.

“Well,” I said, tilting my head slightly, “can you teach me martial arts? In return, I’ll spar with you once a month.”

Roo said nothing.

Not a word. Not a sound. Just complete, stunned silence.

I stared at him for a few seconds longer before rubbing the back of my neck awkwardly.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have started with you,” I admitted. “Yeah… this might’ve been too much.”

I turned slightly, already preparing to leave. “If you’re not interested, I’ll just—”

“WAIT!” he shouted, his voice cracking with sudden desperation. “DON’T GO! I’LL DO IT! I’LL DO MY BEST!”

I paused mid-step and slowly looked back at him. Honestly, I wasn’t convinced I’d gain anything from this strange kangaroo.

But Willow had suggested him, so I had to try.

I continued into the forest, looking for my third teacher.

There were two strongest beasts here, and I had already met one of them. 

I stopped beneath a cluster of towering trees, their branches weaving together like a canopy that blocked out most of the sky. The silence here felt different, not empty but waiting.

“Old Black,” I called out, my voice steady as it carried through the stillness. “I know you’re here.”

I heard a slow, deliberate rustling above me.

From the thick branches, a massive black form began to descend, scales catching what little light filtered through the leaves. His body coiled effortlessly as he hung downward, head lowering until golden eyes met mine. There was a flicker of surprise in them, subtle but unmistakable.

“You came,” he said, voice smooth and measured. “Did you receive my tribute?”

I frowned slightly. “What tribute?”

Without another word, his body tensed slightly before he opened his jaws and regurgitated several chunks of raw venison. The wet sound of it hitting the ground broke the silence, pieces landing disturbingly close to my feet.

He shifted his head, gesturing faintly toward the meat. “It is yours now.”

I stared at it.

So the meat offerings I had been finding… they had come from him.

I just hadn’t expected this delivery method.

“That’s…” I paused, searching for a word that fit the situation. “…unexpected.”

Old Black’s tongue flicked out briefly, tasting the air, before his gaze returned to me with something almost resembling approval.

“Thank you,” he said simply. “For the last time.”

That made me look up sharply.

“The last time?” I echoed.

Confusion lingered in my mind, clashing against the image I had of him. The last time I saw Old Black, he had been wrapped around a boar, constricting it slowly, deliberately, prolonging its suffering in a way that hadn’t seemed necessary for survival. It had looked like enjoyment.

Sensing my confusion, he shifted slightly, coils tightening around the branch above as he explained. “When you saw my hunt, you did not intervene. I observed you closely in that moment, and I knew. You possess a noble soul. A confused noble soul, yes? But a noble soul nonetheless. It is something rarely seen among humans now. A soul that carries a soft and gentle flow within that promises so much potential. Truly, admirable.”

I remained still, listening.

“But such souls,” he went on, “often misunderstand the natural order. They mistake predation for cruelty. Instinct for evil. And when they do…” His voice dipped slightly. “They stray from the right path. They fall from grace. What was once noble becomes tainted.”

I blinked slowly.

That was… a lot.

If this world operated on a game, then that felt like a significant piece of lore was just dropped on me.

Old Black adjusted his position, lowering himself just a bit closer. “So tell me, how may I assist you? What is your intent in seeking me?”

I took a breath before answering.

“I want you to teach me,” I said plainly. “How to be sly. How to be cruel. Everything that Willow can’t teach me.”

There was a pause.

“You are not afraid?” he asked, his gaze sharpened, studying me in a way that felt like he was peeling back layers I wasn’t even aware of. “To be tainted? To be wronged? To be taken advantage of? To be changed in ways you may not desire?”

“I’ll know when I get there,” I replied without wavering. “And even that will be something I can learn from.”

At some point, I would have to leave this forest. That much was becoming clearer with each passing day. Out there, beyond the trees, there would be people. Ideals. Conflicts. Forces that wouldn’t hesitate to turn violent.

I would have to face that.

I would have to make peace with that.

“Very well,” said Old Black at last.

And just like that, it began.

Days turned into weeks.

Time in the forest didn’t pass in clean segments, but I could feel the accumulation of it in my body, in my thoughts, in the way I started to perceive things differently.

From Willow, I listened.

From Old Black, I learned to see beneath what was shown.

And from Roo…

I adapted.

Roo’s version of teaching was exactly what I should have expected and yet somehow still surprising. He didn’t just teach martial arts. He lived it in a way that felt disconnected from everything else in the forest.

That alone made him unnatural.

Martial arts were a human concept, refined through discipline and philosophy. Yet here he was, a kangaroo, embodying it with an intensity that bordered on absurdity.

He would roam the forest, picking fights with other beasts without warning. He’d defeat them decisively, sometimes brutally, then stay by their side while they recovered, guarding them from other predators. And once they were well again…

He’d come back.

And fight them again.

It was a cycle that made no immediate sense, yet there was something deliberate in it, something structured beneath the chaos.

One evening, after a particularly exhausting session where I had barely managed to stay on my feet without resorting to my spells and stats, Roo stood across from me, chest rising and falling as the last light of day filtered through the trees.

“STRENGTH ISN’T ABOUT WINNING EVERY FIGHT,” he said, dispensing wisdom to me. “IT’S ABOUT BECOMING SOMEONE WHO CAN KEEP FIGHTING, EVEN AFTER YOU’VE LOST.”

“You know that doesn’t make sense, right?”

If we were to go by Natural Selection, once you lost, you’d be dead.

At least, Willow make more sense. Her lessons were never loud, never forceful, yet they lingered longer than anything else I had learned. She spoke of balance not as an abstract concept, but as something alive, something breathing within every creature that walked, crawled, or soared through the forest. It was instinctive, she told me, woven into the very core of existence, and far more pronounced in those who had awakened their sparks.

Through her, I began to see patterns where before I had only seen isolated events.

Predation, survival, reproduction, destruction. None of it stood alone. Each act fed into another, forming an intricate web that held everything together.

She showed me the forest not as a place, but as a system.

I watched as a cuckoo bird slipped silently into another’s nest, leaving behind its egg like a quiet deception. Sometimes the host never noticed, raising someone else’s offspring as its own. Other times, the intrusion was discovered, and the foreign egg was cast out without hesitation.

There was no outrage in Willow’s voice when she explained it, no sympathy either.

Only observation.

She spoke of invasive species as well, her tone just as calm when she described how she hunted them down herself, ensuring they did not disrupt the delicate equilibrium of the forest. Life culled life so that more life could flourish.

From a distant perspective, stripped of emotion, it became… arithmetic.

It was cold, precise, and indifferent.

“Nature itself is just an idea,” Willow told me one evening as we watched the sun dip beneath the horizon, painting the sky in shades of fading gold. “The way balance is perceived can vary from one being to another. But good and evil are static. They serve as the standard by which balance is judged. If there is balance in your life, then it is good. If there is chaos, then it is bad.”

I let those words settle within me.

So balance and morality were not separate after all.

They were simply observed on different scales.

Where I had once thought good and evil were subjective, fluid depending on perspective, Willow framed them as constants, anchored by the presence or absence of balance.

It didn’t contradict what I had seen.

If anything, it gave it structure.

While Willow grounded me in balance, Old Black took me in a direction I hadn’t expected.

Cultivation.

Not just the pursuit of power or immortality, but the cultivation of the self. His lessons were slower, heavier, like something that required time to take root before it could grow. He spoke of individuality as both a gift and a problem.

Chaos, he called it.

To exist as an individual was to disrupt uniformity, to introduce variables into a system that would otherwise remain stable. But that chaos wasn’t something to suppress entirely.

It had to be allowed to exist.

To flourish.

And then, to be balanced.

An angry man, he explained, could be reckless and destructive, driven by impulses that harmed both himself and others. But if that same man was loved, if he had something to anchor him, then that very same anger could be restrained, redirected, even refined.

Opposites did not eliminate each other.

They tempered each other.

“Human beings,” Old Black said once, his voice low as he coiled lazily along a sunlit branch, “are the most individualistic creatures between heaven and earth. That is why they bring so much chaos into the world. Balance is not the absence of chaos. It is how well you fare against it.”

That stayed with me.

Because it meant chaos wasn’t the enemy.

Losing to it was.

            

    
        027 Disgust

    
    
    
    
                The lessons I received from my teachers were invaluable, each filling gaps in my understanding, shaping the way I viewed not only the world but myself.

And yet…

Something still felt incomplete.

Visiting Zhen Ai helped. Her lake had become a place of pause for me, separate from the structured teachings of Willow and Old Black, and the relentless intensity of Roo. With her, things were… different.

Sometimes, we talked.

Sometimes, we didn’t.

There were days when she would take to the skies, her massive form cutting through the clouds while I followed alongside, with Willow gliding not far behind. Other times, she would remain in her human shape, and we would simply share a meal in silence.

Willow had been the one to suggest it.

A dragon’s wisdom, she said, was worth its weight in gold.

So I kept going, hoping the mysterious dragon would offer me some.

It was like every other day. Dappled sunlight fell across my face as I walked the familiar beaten path. This time, though, I didn’t come empty-handed.

Through Guo Yimu, I had acquired several storage rings from Leafhome, the nearest settlement. I had distributed the storage rings among my teachers, each containing a few items I thought they might find useful, or at the very least… interesting.

I also have one for Zhen Ai, filled with carefully selected clothes, considering how often she preferred her human form.

Oh, also a few baby supplies.

I wasn’t entirely sure why I felt the need to include those, but hopefully, it would mean something. I mean, she was carrying, so it kind of made sense to me. I didn’t know if a dragon would appreciate them, though.

My steps slowed as I approached the clearing, my gaze immediately drawn to the figures gathered near the water.

There were five of them. All of them were cultivators. Four stood slightly behind, their auras steady at Core Formation. The fifth was an old man with Nascent Soul cultivation. And in his grasp was Zhen Ai. His hand was wrapped tightly around her throat, lifting her slightly off the ground as if she weighed nothing. Her expression was strained, her usual composure fractured under the pressure of his grip.

I raised my voice.

“What is the meaning of this?”

The old man did not loosen his grip on Zhen Ai. His fingers remained coiled around her throat as though they had grown there, immovable and absolute, while his gaze shifted toward me with the weight of someone long accustomed to being obeyed.

"This matter does not concern you. Leave now, and you may yet keep your life."

I let out a slow breath and thumped my staff against the ground. The sound echoed, low and heavy, as if the forest itself acknowledged the gesture. My will spread outward, threading through roots, vines, and soil that had long since become extensions of myself.

“Thorn Whips,” I commanded. “Rise.”

They surged upward in response, tearing through the earth with controlled violence before arching high above us. Countless vine-like tendrils twisted together, weaving a living canopy that swallowed the open sky. Only fragments of sunlight filtered through, scattering dim flickers of gold across the clearing.

The thorny vines had embedded themselves deep into the ground for some time already, settling into a strange harmony with the surrounding plant life. Nothing resisted them. Nothing rejected them. After all this time, the forest and I had already reached an understanding.

I lifted my gaze and met the old man’s eyes.

"Zhen Ai is under my protection, and no harm shall come to her unless I permit it."

For a brief moment, there was silence.

Then the old man covered his face with one hand, and laughter spilled out from behind his fingers, unrestrained and sharp.

"A mere beast dares to claim a name? Zhen Ai, you say? How amusing."

His laughter deepened, turning cruel as his eyes narrowed at both of us.

"And you… what are you? Some delusional fool who picked up a stray and mistook it for something precious? Perhaps, you thought taking her in as a pet might have been entertaining, but unfortunately for you, she already belongs to someone."

I blinked, the words settling in my mind without quite fitting into place.

Belongs?

Pet?

What was wrong with this old man?

Before I could even begin to unpack the layers of absurdity in that statement, his expression turned cold, all traces of amusement vanishing like mist.

"Kill him."

The four Core Formation cultivators moved immediately. Steel rang as their swords were drawn in unison, their auras flaring outward with practiced coordination.

"An ignorant fool who does not know his place."

"You should have crawled away when Elder showed mercy."

"Now, you will learn what it means to offend the wrong people."

One of them vanished from his position and reappeared before me in an instant, his blade already descending. His speed exceeded the Core Formation cultivators I had faced before, refined and sharpened through better techniques and experience.

Still, he was not faster than a Nascent Soul cultivator.

And certainly not beyond my reach.

“Entanglement,” I uttered.

Roots erupted from the ground beneath him, twisting around his limbs and torso before he could complete his strike. The momentum of his attack halted abruptly, his body locked in place as the roots tightened.

Shock overtook his expression, quickly followed by fear.

I stepped forward and placed a hand against his face.

“Slumber Pollen,” I cast.

A faint shimmer passed between us. His struggles weakened almost instantly, his eyes losing focus before rolling back entirely as his body went limp within the grasp of the roots.

This spell had always been unreliable at range, frustratingly so, failing more often than it succeeded against those at or above Core Formation. However, direct contact changed everything. With touch, innate resistance became the only deciding factor.

And his was not enough.

The remaining cultivators surrounded, seemingly frustrated that one of their own was taken down just like that.

"Damn it, he dropped like a moth to the flame!"

"What kind of trick was that?!"

"Stay focused, do not underestimate him!"

Three of them remained, and this time they did not hesitate. They moved together, converging from different directions with precise timing as they declared their technique.

"Formation: Severing Wheel!"

Their qi surged and intertwined, forming a rotating pattern around them as they advanced. Blades aligned, movements synchronized, their presence transforming into something resembling a spinning wheel of steel, intent on crushing anything caught within.

It was a single decisive strike coming from three directions.

That was what it looked like.

“Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.”

The transformation spread across my body in an instant. My skin took on a silvered, wooden texture, smooth yet unyielding, while faint veins of green light pulsed beneath the surface. Flowers bloomed along the edges of my robes, their petals unfurling as though awakened by an unseen spring.

The impact came with a resounding thunk.

Their combined strike landed, yet it failed to cut through. The force dispersed against my transformed body, absorbed rather than resisted.

They had more techniques, I was certain of that. Flashier ones, perhaps even dangerous if given the chance to unfold.

I did not intend to give them that chance.

The Thorn Whips above shifted, their color paling into an ivory hue as my strengthened connection through Primal Nature Elemental poured power into them. They descended like judgment, swift and merciless.

Each vine snapped downward, wrapping around limbs, torsos, and weapons before the cultivators could disengage. The force alone was enough to crush Core Formation defenses, and here it was used merely to restrain.

They struggled, but it did not matter.

I walked up to each of them in turn, placing a hand against their heads.

“Slumber Pollen,” I repeated.

One by one, their bodies slackened, their resistance fading into nothing as they joined their fallen companion in unconsciousness.

The clearing grew quiet again.

I turned back to the old man, meeting his gaze beneath the dim canopy of living vines.

"There is no need for this to get violent. Let us talk."

The old man studied me more carefully this time, his earlier amusement vanishing as he addressed me. "A hidden expert of your caliber must have some renown. Tell me, who are you?"

I did not answer him immediately. My gaze shifted instead to Zhen Ai in his firm grip.

Something was wrong.

Her eyes, which were usually clear and quietly observant, had turned glassy. There was no recognition in them, no curiosity, no subtle warmth that I had come to associate with her presence. She looked… empty. Not unconscious, not resisting, just there, suspended like a puppet waiting for its strings to be pulled.

A faint unease crept into my chest.

"What happened to her? She is roughly at the same cultivation as you, but she is not fighting back. Why?"

The old man did not hesitate.

"It is a binding spell that allows me to control her. Is this enough proof of my sect’s ownership of her?"

Ownership? The word landed poorly on my ears.

"But you cannot own her. She is a person—"

The old man guffawed loudly, his laughter cutting through my words without restraint.

"Person? Her? She is a beast! Hah! I see now. You are of a different race, are you not? Pointed ears, strange spells, and barely any spiritual pressure to speak of. Curious. I wonder what species you belong to."

His eyes narrowed slightly, though not with hostility. It felt more like idle curiosity, the kind one might show toward an unfamiliar insect.

"Regardless, I have no desire to quarrel over you. I am only here to retrieve what is ours. My sect is powerful, and its reach is vast. I suggest you think very carefully before you do anything reckless."

There it was again.

Ours?

I exhaled slowly, forcing my thoughts to settle despite the growing irritation gnawing at the edges of my mind.

"Can you enlighten me on how you have come to the ownership of this… woman?"

The old man sighed, as though burdened by my ignorance.

"You truly do not know your place, do you? Though I suppose that is to be expected in a backwater such as this, one that has not seen an Immortal or even a Soul Transformation cultivator for ages."

He straightened slightly, his tone shifting into something almost performative.

"Very well. I shall display magnanimity and enlighten you. This woman is the daughter of the Sea Dragon King. She was gifted to my sect by the Sea Dragon Palace as part of a transaction."

His lips curled faintly.

"If you still insist on opposing me, you will not only offend my sect, but the Sea Dragon King himself. This insignificant domain of yours would be drowned beneath the sea, while heavenly lightning descends upon it from my Heavenly Domain Sect. I have no time to waste here. This bitch must be disciplined so that she may continue fulfilling her duties. Her dragon bloodline is of immense value to my sect. Her scales, bones, tendons, and marrow are resources that will sustain us for years."

My stomach twisted as the old man continued.

"Better yet, if she can be bred, the benefits would be even greater. Do you understand now how valuable she is?"

The words lingered in the air, heavy and suffocating.

It reminded me of Shén and how a certain Li Ming was almost kidnappened by another power. It was the same logic. The same detachment. The same way a living, thinking being was reduced to nothing more than a collection of materials and potential output.

Something about it made my blood boil.

Where was the balance in any of this?

It felt absurd.

It felt wrong!

The old man suddenly paused, his gaze dropping to Zhen Ai’s abdomen. His expression shifted instantly, fury igniting within his eyes.

"What is this? She is… pregnant! Did you do this?"

His killing intent flared, sharp and immediate, directed squarely at me.

"No," I said.

"Do not lie to me, boy. You dare defile what belongs to my sect? Hmph… no matter. This can be dealt with later. Release my subordinates at once."

The demand came cold and absolute, as though my compliance was already assumed.

I raised my hand slightly.

The Thorn Whips responded.

They slithered across the ground and coiled around the necks of the unconscious cultivators, tightening just enough to lift them slightly off the earth. Their bodies dangled limply, swaying under the dim canopy of ivory vines.

"No," I said.

There was no flourish.

No hesitation.

The Thorn Whips constricted.

In a single, precise motion, their heads separated cleanly from their bodies. The cut was so smooth that for a brief instant, nothing seemed to happen.

Then blood followed.

Their corpses collapsed back onto the ground, lifeless and still, while their severed heads rolled quietly across the forest floor.

The clearing fell silent once more.

            

    
        028 Balance

    
    
    
    
                "How dare you!?" screamed the old man. “I WILL KILL YOU!”

I moved the moment his rage broke loose, activating the movement ability called Nature’s Stride.

The forest folded around me as if I were slipping between breaths rather than space. In one swift motion, I tore Zhen Ai from his grasp, his fingers closing on empty air as I reappeared beside the stone outcrop near the lake. I lowered her gently, careful despite the urgency, letting her rest against the cool surface of the rock. Her eyes remained vacant, her body unresponsive, as though whatever bound her had hollowed out everything that made her… her.

Behind me, the air distorted.

I did not need to turn to know he was already upon me.

“You insolent, verminous cur! You think killing a few dogs of mine grants you the right to bare your fangs at me?” his voice roared, no longer composed, no longer restrained. “I will flay your soul, grind your bones into powder, and scatter your ashes across ten thousand miles! Not even your ancestors will escape the consequences of your stupidity! You dare touch what belongs to my sect? Your end will not stop at death, boy. I will make sure your entire existence is erased!”

His sword came down in a blur.

I dismissed my current Wild Shape instantly in favor of another.

“Wild Shape: Butterfly.”

The world expanded.

Or rather, I shrank within it.

The blade that would have split me in two became a passing storm, its edge carving through empty air as I fluttered aside. The shift in scale granted me an entirely different perspective, every motion exaggerated, every fluctuation in qi laid bare before me. I weaved through the afterimages of his strikes, drifting just beyond his reach before slipping behind him.

I canceled the Wild Shape at once.

Mass, weight, and control returned.

Every transformation reallocated my stats, and while Butterfly granted agility and evasion, it lacked what I needed most at this moment.

Power.

“Entanglement.”

Roots burst forth, thicker and faster than before, coiling toward him with violent intent.

“Ironwood Spike,” I finished, driving hardened growth upward to skewer his position.

The old man vanished.

He reappeared above me, exactly as expected.

I had already learned that lesson once from another Nascent Soul.

“Cascading Sword Flurry,” he declared.

My Druidic Insight responded immediately, feeding me the nature of the technique. Continuous damage. Layered strikes. No singular impact to negate.

So Primal Nature Elemental would not save me here.

Still, it was a mistake for him to attack me from above. The Thorn Whips lashed from everywhere, violent tendrils snapping toward him to intercept, but he disappeared again, reappearing just ahead of me with precise control, his expression twisted with fury.

“Let’s try that again, shall we?” he said, voice low and seething. “Cascading Sword Flurry.”

The storm descended as steel met… leaves.

My body collapsed into a scatter of withered foliage, branches, and fragments breaking apart beneath the relentless barrage as the decoy absorbed the entirety of his technique.

The Shedding ability was triggered in ways that would normally have been impossible.

It was something I learned by fooling with Roo around. What had once been governed by percentage chance had become something I could force into existence through sheer mental exertion. The cost was steep, qi draining in noticeable amounts, but within this forest, that limitation felt… distant.

The land fed me with more qi as I activated Shedding relentlessly.

The roots beneath the soil pulsed with quiet acknowledgment, an unspoken exchange that had long since been established. I stepped forward from behind him, unharmed. Leaves crunched softly under my feet. His strikes continued for their full duration, cutting through nothing but remnants of what I had left behind.

“What—” His voice faltered, disbelief breaking through his rage. “Why does my sword not find purchase on your flesh?!”

I did not answer.

There was nothing to explain.

For every strike he unleashed, I simply advanced, closing the distance as though his technique held no meaning. More withered leaves fell in my wake, silent evidence of what had been discarded in my place.

Three seconds passed.

That was all it took.

I caught his wrist.

His qi shifted instantly, trying to escape through teleportation.

Sadly, it wouldn’t go the way he expected. I had learned to recognize the subtle distortion, the gathering intent before displacement. This was all thanks to my experience of fighting another Nascent Soul cultivator before.

“Entanglement.”

This time, I did not hold back.

Qi surged through me in a torrent, flooding into the spell as I forced more into it than I ever had before. The roots that answered were no longer merely restraints. They were something denser, heavier, infused with an overwhelming vitality that bordered on oppressive.

They erupted around his arm, his torso, the very space he intended to escape into.

If abilities could be strengthened through will, then so could spells.

That realization had come slowly.

Now, I embraced it fully.

“Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.”

The transformation surged through me once more, silvered wood replacing flesh, green light pulsing beneath the surface as my connection to the forest deepened to its peak. The already empowered roots thickened further.

“Now, begins your punishment.”

Phytokinesis answered like an eager accomplice.

The Thorn Whips above did not remain idle. At my command, they descended and wove themselves into the existing entrapment, layering over the roots that had already coiled around him. What had begun as restraint became something closer to burial. The roots thickened, twisted, and then, at my will, drove inward.

They pierced flesh, burrowed into them.

The old man’s body jerked as the living wood forced its way beneath skin and into muscle, anchoring him in place in a way that teleportation could not easily escape. His qi fluctuated wildly, the technique he had prepared collapsing under the disruption.

For a moment, our eyes met.

The fury that had once dominated his expression fractured.

Something else took its place.

It was sheer terror.

I felt something rise in me, something sharp and bright, curling at the edges of my thoughts.

A strange, unwelcome… delight.

I steadied my breathing, recalling fragments of what Old Black and Xing Ning had taught me. Concepts I had only half understood before now settled into place with unsettling clarity.

“I’m going to take your cultivation now,” I said.

His reaction was immediate.

“Wait! Stop! You cannot—no, no, do not do this!” His voice broke, the earlier arrogance gone entirely. “We can speak! I will compensate you, treasures, techniques, anything you desire! The woman! The woman! You can have her! Just release me! Do not destroy my foundation, I beg of you!”

I did not stop.

The Thorn Whips shifted, several of them driving toward his abdomen with precise intent.

Cultivators guarded that place above all else.

So I targeted it.

The vines pierced through, forcing their way into his dantian. Through my Spiritual Sense, I perceived it clearly for the first time not as an abstract concept, but as something tangible.

A golden core.

Radiant. Condensed. The very essence of his cultivation.

I crushed it.

The moment it fractured, the reaction was violent.

His body convulsed, a raw, broken scream tearing from his throat as the light within him shattered into chaotic fragments.

“AAAGHHH—! My core! My golden core! My nascent soul!” Tears spilled freely from his eyes, his face contorting in absolute agony. “You monster! You vile, wretched monster! You dare cripple me?! You are no different from demons! No, worse! You are a villain wearing a mortal’s skin!”

I watched, feeling detached.

My hand tightened around my staff.

Then I moved.

The blunt end struck his throat with a sharp, decisive thrust.

A wet, choking sound escaped him, followed by a wheezing laugh that carried nothing but pain. His sword slipped from his grasp, falling uselessly to the ground below.

I exhaled slowly.

Then I let go of his wrist.

The roots tightened in response, holding him in place as I raised my staff again.

And brought it down.

The first strike landed with a dull thump.

The second followed.

Then another.

Wood met flesh again and again, each impact echoing through the clearing, accompanied by the wet, uneven sounds of something breaking down piece by piece. Blood began to stain the staff, spreading across its surface, splattering against my robes, my hands, and my face.

I did not stop.

The rhythm settled into something steady, measured, and controlled. His screams weakened, breaking apart into ragged cries before collapsing into pitiful sobbing.

“My sect… will not… let this go…” he choked between breaths, his voice trembling, barely holding together. He was missing a few teeth. “You… you have doomed yourself… doomed everyone around you… they will come… they will come for you…”

The words reached me, but they did not slow me.

I continued.

Each strike landed with full awareness, my mind clear, my actions deliberate.

The sobbing faded.

It shifted, and transformed into pleading.

“Please… stop… I was wrong… I will give her up… she is yours, take her, take everything…” His voice cracked, desperation bleeding into every word. “Just… just give me a quick death… I beg you… end it… please…”

I did not grant it.

The staff rose and fell.

Again.

Again.

Again.

His body slackened gradually, the resistance leaving him not all at once, but in pieces. Through my Spiritual Sense, I felt the absence where his core had once been. Whatever fragile balance had sustained him unraveled completely.

When I finally stopped, it was not because I chose to.

It was because there was nothing left to strike.

He was already dead.

I stood there for a moment, staff still in hand, breath steady. I could have stopped earlier. After crippling him, I could have left him alive and fixed him up. I did not. This was not an accident. Not a necessity forced upon me in the heat of survival.

This was a choice. It was my first sin in this world. I closed my eyes, and then opened them. I had killed a man, and I had enjoyed it. There was no nausea. No trembling. No instinctive rejection clawing at my mind.

What I felt instead was… light.

I felt unburdened and liberated.

The druid within me remained silent. It did not whisper of right or wrong. It did not judge.

It simply was.

Beneath my feet, the remnants of the shattered golden core dissolved completely, its essence seeping into the roots, the vines, and the soil itself. I felt the forest respond, subtle yet undeniable, as though it welcomed the offering.

As though it grew stronger from it.

The faint rush of wings broke the stillness.

Willow descended, her form graceful as she landed beside Zhen Ai, her sharp eyes taking in the scene before shifting toward me.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

“I am,” I replied.

The answer came easily. I walked to the edge of the lake and sat down, letting my boots dip into the water. Gentle ripples spread outward, distorting the reflection that stared back at me. Silver hair. Elven features. Blood, scattered in fine speckles across my cheek and woven into strands of hair.

“I understand it now,” I said.

Willow tilted her head slightly. “What is it that you understand?”

I watched my reflection steady as the ripples faded.

Then I spoke.

“I’m the balance.”

The surface of the lake stilled, and with it, so did the last traces of hesitation within me.

There was no need to weigh myself against the thoughts of others, nor to chase after fleeting desires that shifted with circumstance. Those things felt distant now, irrelevant in the face of something far simpler and far more absolute. What mattered was that I believed I knew the difference between what should be done and what should not. Whether that belief aligned with the judgments of heaven or the condemnation of men was not something I could measure.

So I did not try.

I rose to my feet, the dampness of the lake clinging faintly to my boots as I stepped back onto solid ground. The forest responded the moment I moved, leaves rustling softly despite the absence of wind, roots shifting beneath the soil as though aware of my intent before I voiced it.

My grip tightened around my staff.

Then I brought it down.

The sound resonated outward, low and steady, carrying through the clearing like a quiet decree. At once, the roots stirred with purpose. They emerged from the earth in slow, deliberate motions, coiling around the broken remains scattered across the ground. Blood-soaked soil was turned, bodies drawn downward, reclaimed not with haste, but with an almost reverent patience.

The forest did not reject what had happened here.

It accepted it.

It absorbed it.

I watched as the last trace of the old man and the other cultivators disappeared beneath the surface, leaving behind no more than disturbed earth and the faint, lingering scent of iron.

“This must be why I’ve come to this world,” I said, my voice steady, carrying easily in the quiet that followed. “It was never about saving anyone. It was never about becoming the hero of some grand tale written by unseen hands. I do not need to be remembered. I do not need to be praised.”

I lifted my gaze, looking out across the trees that stretched endlessly beyond the clearing.

“I am not here to stand above the world and pass judgment as if I were some distant god. I do not decide what is universally right or wrong, nor do I pretend that I have the authority to do so.”

The words came without resistance.

They felt… settled.

“But I know what I am,” I continued. “I am the balance. I am the scale that weighs the world against itself. When something tips too far, when it distorts beyond what it should be, then I will be there to answer it.”

I paused, feeling the quiet pulse beneath my feet, the slow breathing of roots and soil that had long since intertwined with my own presence.

“The forest does not hate the fire that clears rot, nor does it cling to the tree that chokes the light,” I said, my tone softening, yet carrying a quiet certainty. “It lets both exist, and when the time comes, it takes back what no longer belongs. Growth and decay are not enemies. They are parts of the same cycle.”

The forest remained still, yet it did not feel empty.

If anything, it felt as though it listened.

I lowered my staff slightly, the tension leaving my shoulders as the moment passed.

Conviction did not mean certainty in all things. It did not grant me the clarity to see every consequence, nor did it absolve me of what I had done. Living here, in this world that operated on strength and will, meant carrying the weight of every choice without retreating from it.

There would be no excuses.

No shifting of blame.

If I acted, then it was mine to bear.

“I’m not a god,” I said quietly, more to myself than anything else. “Whatever this is… whatever I become… that judgment isn’t mine to make.”

That would belong to something greater, if such a thing truly existed.

For now, belief was enough.

And I would move forward with that alone.

            

    
        029 Friend

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Zhen Ai]

Zhen Ai woke with a quiet gasp, her breath catching as the world slowly returned to her senses. The last thing she remembered was the tightening grip of dread, the moment those cultivators had found her again despite all her efforts to escape. She had thought herself free, thought the distance and time had severed their pursuit, yet the binding curse they planted within her proved otherwise. Even as a dragon, even with the strength of a Nascent Soul cultivator, she had been rendered powerless before it, her will shackled, her fate no longer her own.

Tears slipped from the corners of her eyes as she stared into the vast blue sky above. She had braced herself for a different awakening, one where cold stone floors and suffocating formations greeted her, where chains of spirit and flesh dragged her back into captivity. Instead, she felt warmth beneath her, the rough smoothness of stone, the soft whisper of grass brushing against her skin. The air carried the scent of water and leaves rather than incense and blood.

“Finally, you are awake,” a calm voice spoke.

Zhen Ai turned her head, her gaze landing upon a familiar figure. “Willow?” she called, her voice trembling slightly.

“It’s indeed me,” answered Willow the Wise Owl, perched nearby with composed certainty.

Relief and confusion tangled within Zhen Ai as she stretched her leg, feeling the freedom of movement she had nearly forgotten. She dipped her foot into the lake beside her, watching the ripples spread as cool water kissed her skin. The sensation grounded her, assuring her this was no illusion. She recognized the forest at once. It was the same place that had taken her before, the strange sanctuary that defied her understanding.

Her eyes shifted, landing upon the one who ruled this place. A silver-haired man stood not far away, his pointed ears peeking through strands of pale hair. His robes seemed woven from earth and leaf, blending seamlessly with the forest around him. In his grasp rested a staff that felt less like a weapon and more like an extension of the land itself.

“Wo Li,” Willow called, her tone carrying a hint of concern. “This lass seems dangerous. Should we kick her out of the forest?”

Zhen Ai did not hesitate. Her body shimmered as she transformed, azure scales flowing across her form as her human shape gave way to that of a dragon. She slipped into the lake, water parting around her as she swam before rising into the air, coiling gracefully above its surface.

“I will leave and cause you no trouble further,” Zhen Ai declared, her voice resonating with quiet resolve.

“There’s no need,” Wo Li replied, his tone steady and unhurried. “You may stay.”

Willow flapped her wings and settled atop his head as though it were the most natural perch in the world. “Well, you heard what the master of the forest said. You shall stay.”

Wo Li’s gaze remained fixed on her. “What’s the last thing you remembered?”

Zhen Ai’s movements slowed, her body hovering as her thoughts darkened. “Them,” she answered. She lowered her snout, gesturing toward the undergrowth. Beneath the soil, her spiritual sense detected the remnants of those who had pursued her, their lives extinguished not long ago. The scars of battle lingered in the land, subtle yet undeniable.

Her voice softened, weighed by guilt. “I am sorry. Because of me, trouble has found this forest. Those cultivators were not acting alone. The forces behind them come from another continent, and their masters… they are not something a single person can withstand. If they trace me here, they will bring ruin with them.”

She could not gauge Wo Li’s true strength, his presence too deep and obscure for her to measure. Yet she was certain of one thing. Against what pursued her, even someone like him would struggle.

“Are they related to a group called the Dark Order?” Wo Li asked.

“I don’t know of such group,” Zhen Ai replied honestly. Her form shifted again, returning to her human shape as she stepped lightly onto the grass, water dripping from her skin. “However, my presence here will only continue to burden you. I am thankful for your invitation, but I can’t imagine staying would bring anything but disaster.”

Wo Li regarded her for a moment before speaking again. “It’s because of the Heavenly Domain Sect and the Sea Dragon Palace, isn’t it?”

Zhen Ai’s expression tightened. “If you know, then you also know the wise thing to do is to let me go.”

Wo Li tilted his head slightly. “What do you think, owl?”

Willow puffed her feathers, her golden eyes narrowing with sharp intelligence. “We have more to lose if we let her go now. The grievance has already been made, whether we like it or not. Even if she leaves this moment, those from the Sea Dragon Palace and the Heavenly Domain Sect will come here first, sniffing for answers and culprits. If we send her away, we gain nothing but lose a potential ally.”

Her gaze shifted toward Zhen Ai, firm and unyielding. “You don’t get to run from this and call it consideration. If you stay, you stand with us. If a battle comes, you fight. And if things truly turn hopeless, then you can flee when the time comes. But not now.”

“You could just leave, then,” Zhen Ai suggested.

Willow’s feathers bristled instantly, a flash of fury rising in her golden eyes. For a brief moment, it seemed as though she would lash out, yet she restrained herself, her voice tightening with contained emotion. “And abandon this place? I couldn’t just leave my home.”

Zhen Ai did not respond immediately. Instead, she turned her attention to Wo Li, searching his expression for hesitation, for doubt, for any sign that he understood the danger looming over them. What she found instead was a wry smile, as though the situation amused him in some distant way.

“I’ve grown attached to this forest,” Wo Li said, his voice carrying a casual ease that felt almost misplaced. “It would be a shame to leave it behind. This is my home now. This is where I’ve set my camp. The only reason I’d leave is if I got bored of it.”

Zhen Ai blinked, genuinely taken aback. Did this man not understand the gravity of his situation? The forces that hunted her were not something to be dismissed so lightly, yet here he stood, speaking of them as though they were a minor inconvenience.

Wo Li continued, seemingly unbothered by her disbelief. “Besides, there’s a lot for me to gain if you stay. You’re far more knowledgeable than you let on.”

Zhen Ai’s brows furrowed, a flicker of embarrassment and offense surfacing within her. Did this pointy-eared man just imply that she did not look knowledgeable? Or worse, that she did not look intelligent? The thought pricked at her pride, though she held herself back. She had been shown kindness here. To lash out over something so trivial would be ungrateful.

Instead, she chose a different approach, thinking of asking the obvious.

“Do you want to mate with me?” Zhen Ai asked plainly.

“Whoa~! That’s too much out of the blue, lady!” Wo Li recoiled slightly, raising his hands in mild alarm. “Calm down, okay?”

Willow, however, seemed far less surprised. She fluffed her feathers and spoke with an air of smug authority. “That’s just one of the many bounties and offers that come with being the master of this forest. Do you have any idea how popular you are among the wildlife? The ladies talk, you know. There’s even a ranking of the top three hottest males in the forest—”

“Time out, time out, this is too much new information…” Wo Li interjected, rubbing his temple as if warding off a headache. “What the heck? Wait, top three?”

Willow did not hesitate. “You, Roo, and Xing Ning.”

Wo Li stared at her, utterly baffled. “Wait, Roo? Really, Roo?”

Zhen Ai watched the exchange in silence, a strange feeling stirring within her chest. There was something oddly amusing about him, something unrefined and genuine that stood in stark contrast to the calculated nature of cultivators. It was… refreshing, in a way she did not expect.

Wo Li eventually turned back to her, his expression settling into something more composed. “Okay, so what made you say something like that so suddenly?”

Zhen Ai lifted her chin slightly, her voice steady. “I am aware of my beauty. Back in the sect, men would lose themselves at the mere sight of me. The same was true when I was still in the palace.”

There was no arrogance in her tone, only a simple statement of fact. At her core, she was still a beast, and to her, such matters were not wrapped in the same layers of pretense humans often placed upon them. To mate, to reproduce, to secure one’s lineage? These were natural instincts, not things to be hidden behind shame or hesitation.

Her hand drifted to her stomach, resting there with quiet intent.

“I want my child to grow with security,” Zhen Ai continued, deciding it might be better to stay after all. “And what better way is there than to gain your protection?”

Wo Li regarded her for a moment, his gaze thoughtful. Then he shook his head lightly, a small smile forming. “I admire your resolve, but no.”

Zhen Ai blinked, caught off guard by his refusal.

Willow chimed in almost immediately, her tone turning practical and almost eager. “If you’re looking to offer something, it doesn’t have to be that. A proper tribute would suffice. Something fitting for the master of the forest.”

She paused for emphasis before adding, “Like lots of fish.”

Zhen Ai stared at her, uncertain if she had heard correctly.

“Yeah, whatever, fish is fine,” Wo Li said with a casual shrug, as though the matter had already been settled.

Zhen Ai lowered her gaze, her hand unconsciously resting upon her abdomen as her thoughts drifted to the past she had tried so hard to leave behind. The life within her stirred faintly, a quiet reminder of everything she had endured and everything she still had to protect.

She remembered how it began.

In the sect, she had never been treated as a person. To them, she was a beast, a resource to be cultivated, harvested, and used. Her blood, her scales, her very existence were commodities to be measured and exploited. Days blurred into one another beneath cold gazes and harsher commands, where even breathing felt like something granted rather than owned.

Yet, within that suffocating life, there had been one exception.

He had been an outer disciple, assigned to tend to her. A lowly role by the sect’s standards, yet he carried it with quiet sincerity. He spoke to her not as one would to a beast, but as one would to another living being. At first, she did not understand it. Kindness had no place in the world she knew, and yet he offered it without hesitation.

What began as curiosity slowly became something else.

It was childish, she knew that now. To fall in love under such circumstances, to cling to fleeting warmth in a place built on cruelty. Yet she had grown up listening to her mother’s stories, tales of true love that could allow even the smallest creature to thrive, to gain strength when it was needed most. Those stories had taken root in her heart, fragile yet persistent.

So she believed.

She believed in him.

When news of his death reached her, something within Zhen Ai shattered. The fragile world she had built around that connection collapsed, leaving behind a hollow ache that no amount of strength could mend. For a moment, she had wanted to give up, to let herself be swallowed by despair and end the suffering.

But she could not.

Because by then, she was no longer alone.

Her hand pressed more firmly against her stomach, her fingers trembling ever so slightly. The life within her had become her anchor, the one thing that tethered her to purpose. No matter how broken she felt, she could not allow that child to share her fate.

That was why she fled.

That was why she endured.

No matter what awaited her, she would survive. She would bring this child into the world, even if it meant facing the heavens themselves.

Slowly, Zhen Ai lowered herself, her knees touching the ground as she bowed deeply, her forehead pressing against the earth. It was a gesture she had not given lightly, one reserved for the utmost sincerity.

“Thank you…” her voice trembled, tears falling freely as she spoke. “Thank you for your kindness. I… I will not forget this.”

Wo Li seemed momentarily taken aback before stepping forward. He placed a hand on her shoulder, gently urging her upward. “Up, up you go…” he said, his tone softening. “I don’t know about being your mate, but I’m perfectly fine with just being friends, you know?”

Zhen Ai blinked, confusion flickering across her face. “What is a friend?”

Willow let out a sharp, amused sound, her wings fluttering. “Even I know what a friend is, and you don’t?”

Wo Li glanced at her. “Oh? Then what is it?”

Willow puffed her chest proudly. “Emergency food.”

Silence fell.

Wo Li stared at her, utterly still. “Where did you hear that from?”

“Old Black,” Willow replied without hesitation. “Why?”

A beat passed, heavy with unspoken judgment.

Zhen Ai, for her part, recognized the name. Old Black was a snake that frequented her lake, often trading fish for venison. It explained far more than it should have.

It seemed the Wise Owl was not so wise after all.

“Oh, before I forget,” Wo Li said suddenly, as though deciding to move on from the topic. He tossed something toward her.

Zhen Ai caught it with ease, her eyes narrowing slightly as she examined the object. “A storage ring.”

She poured her spiritual sense into it, her awareness slipping inside to inspect its contents. Within, she found neatly arranged clothes along with several unfamiliar items she could not immediately identify.

“Oh, you know it,” Willow chimed in, lifting her leg to show off a similar ring wrapped securely around it. “Cool gift, right? Since the master of the forest had acknowledged you, we’re now comrades at arms! Welcome, comrade!”

“Really? Comrade?” asked a befuddled Wo Li.

Zhen Ai directed a thread of qi into the ring, feeling it respond and bind to her with little resistance.

Wo Li scratched his cheek lightly. “If you don’t mind, I added some things for the baby. Clothes, a lot of linen… that sort of stuff. I asked Li Ming and Guo Yimu to pick them out.”

Zhen Ai recognized the names. She had heard them in passing during Wo Li’s visits; their voices occasionally carried through the forest.

“I appreciate it,” she said, her tone sincere, though a hint of hesitation followed. “I don’t know about the clothing, though.”

Willow immediately perked up, an expression of triumph spreading across her features. “I knew it! I told you, these concepts are foreign to beasts and dragons.”

Zhen Ai shook her head slightly. “It’s not that.” She paused, searching for the right words. “They feel… ticklish. Uncomfortable. Back in the sect, the elders would force me to wear all kinds of clothing. It was always troublesome.”

The memory alone made her frown faintly, the sensation of restrictive fabrics lingering unpleasantly in her mind.

“Cool, so streaking it is,” sighed Wo Li.

            

    
        030 Unexpected Companions

    
    
    
    
                After settling matters with Zhen Ai by the lake, I brought her back to my camp to introduce her to the others. The forest was calm as ever, leaves swaying gently as if nothing in the world could possibly go wrong. It was almost convincing enough to forget the looming trouble she carried with her.

Almost.

When we arrived, Li Ming and Guo Yimu were already there, tending to their usual tasks. Namely, chopping wood and sweeping the leaves. Zhen Ai had decided to wear one of the robes from the storage ring, a flowing blue garment that clung to her form with a kind of effortless elegance. It wasn’t something I paid much attention to at first, but judging by the reactions, apparently it mattered.

“It looks beautiful on her. I knew my eyes for feminine fashion are the best,” Guo Yimu declared.

I blinked at him.

The baldy was hunched over slightly, eyes wide, mouth half-open, and… was he drooling? I stared at him for a second longer than necessary, trying to process what exactly I was witnessing. Dude… what was your problem?

Before I could say anything, Li Ming stepped in and smacked him at the back of the head. “Please, stop. It’s just annoying at this point.”

Guo Yimu straightened abruptly, clearing his throat as if trying to recover some dignity. “Amitabha… the heart must remain still like a tranquil lake, unmoved by fleeting beauty. This humble one merely observed with pure intentions—”

Smack.

“You are not even a monk, Yimu! Just stop!” Li Ming snapped.

I winced slightly at the second hit. Poor guy. I glanced at him, then looked away with a quiet sigh. I felt sorry for Guo Yimu, but at the same time… yeah, no, I didn’t think I could fix whatever was wrong with him.

Clearing my throat, I decided to move things along before this turned into something even stranger.

“This is Zhen Ai,” I said, gesturing toward her. “She’s the local dragon guest of the forest.”

Zhen Ai gave a small nod, her expression composed. “Please take care of me. I am residing by the lake, so if you require fish, I can provide them.”

A thought popped into my head out of nowhere. I had talked to birds and all manner of animals, even the occasional overly talkative squirrel, but… fish? I hadn’t actually tried that before. Could I? Would they respond? I made a mental note to test that out later.

“Oh my, where do I even begin?” Li Ming stepped forward, her eyes practically sparkling as she circled Zhen Ai. “Your hair is absolutely gorgeous, so long and smooth. And this shade of blue, it complements you perfectly. Honestly, everything about you just feels so refined.”

Zhen Ai seemed a bit taken aback by the sudden barrage of compliments, though she handled it better than I expected.

Meanwhile, Guo Yimu had gone a little too quiet.

I glanced at him and noticed his eyes were wide again, though this time there was something different in them. Less drooling, more… alarm?

“Whoa… she’s got a strong presence…” he muttered, his tone shifting. Then, hesitantly, “Erm… Senior, what’s your cultivation?”

Li Ming immediately shot him a glare. “You really have no tact, baldy.”

To my surprise, Zhen Ai answered anyway, her voice calm. “I am at the Nascent Soul realm. Early stage.”

There was a brief pause.

Then both Li Ming and Guo Yimu reacted at the same time.

“Nascent Soul?!” Li Ming exclaimed.

“Early stage Nascent Soul?!” Guo Yimu echoed, his voice rising an octave.

I scratched my cheek, glancing between them and Zhen Ai. Huh.

Now that I thought about it… yeah, that did sound like a big deal.

Guo Yimu remarked with absolutely no tact, “Shit, she’s more of a big shot than gramps or that Sword Frenzy guy.”

Before I could say anything, Willow fluttered down and landed on one of the wooden beams above us, her wings settling neatly at her sides. “That’s just the way things are,” she remarked. “Apparently, our continent is considered a backwater place. To them, someone at the Nascent Soul realm might not even be worth mentioning.”

Li Ming’s expression shifted quickly. The admiration from earlier vanished, replaced by tension. She straightened, her posture tightening as her eyes locked onto Zhen Ai. “Are you from a different continent?” she asked, her voice carrying a cautious edge. “Wait… do you know about the Dark Order?”

I glanced at her, feeling a small sense of relief. At least she wasn’t completely in the dark anymore. Her grandmother must have told her something after everything that happened. Good. That meant I didn’t have to be the one awkwardly explaining things or I have to walk in eggshells around her.

Zhen Ai looked genuinely puzzled. “No, I’m not from the Dark Order. What even is the Dark Order?”

She glanced at me briefly, probably remembering that I had asked the exact same question not too long ago. Fair enough.

Li Ming exhaled slowly, her shoulders dropping just a little. “Apparently, they’re bad people who want to go after me because of some mysterious lineage,” she said. “They want to keep me, harvest me… things like that. They attacked my village before. If it weren’t for Senior Wo Li here, my village would’ve probably been annihilated.”

She paused, her expression dimming slightly.

“According to grandmother, they were willing to take me back even if it cost me my life. That’s how valuable my body is to them.”

Zhen Ai’s gaze softened as she listened. “I am sorry you had to endure such a fate,” she said quietly. “No one should be treated as a mere resource.”

I watched the two of them for a moment, the connection between their experiences becoming painfully obvious. Different places, different circumstances, same outcome. Or at least… it would have been the same outcome if I hadn’t stepped in for Li Ming back then.

It made me think.

Cultivators really were something else. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. Why were they so ready to trample over someone else’s life just to advance their own? I understood ambition, I understood survival, but this… this felt excessive.

I could have blamed it on culture, but that didn’t sit right with me. There were plenty of mortals living normal lives without turning into monsters. No, this wasn’t just culture. This was something deeper, something twisted in the way power was pursued.

“Man… I really dodged an arrow there,” Guo Yimu suddenly said, breaking the mood entirely. He let out a breath and scratched his bald head. “Good thing Xing Ning happened when she did. Otherwise, who knows what kind of mess I’d be in right now.”

Li Ming slowly turned her head toward him, her expression utterly flabbergasted. I could practically see the disbelief written all over her face. Not too long ago, this same guy had been trying to woo her with the subtlety of a charging bull.

She picked up a piece of wood and brought her hand down with a sharp chop, splitting it cleanly in half. “Remember that,” she said flatly. “It could’ve been you.”

Guo Yimu smirked, completely unfazed. “What? You mean you wanna slay my wood or something?” he shot back. Then, with a grin that spelled trouble, he added, “My morning wood’s tough work, you know?”

Li Ming’s face flushed red instantly.

I sighed.

Yeah… this guy was hopeless.

Zhen Ai tilted her head slightly, confusion evident in her expression. “What is a morning wood?” she asked, her tone genuinely curious.

Willow perked up at once, clearly eager to contribute. “Hmm,” she began thoughtfully, “it might be a type of tree that’s related to the morning. Or perhaps a species that only grows at dawn… though I might be wrong.”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah… that sounds about right.”

Honestly, I couldn’t blame Willow for this one. Wisdom and knowledge were two entirely different beasts, and sometimes… it really showed.

I glanced at Li Ming after the conversation settled, remembering something I had meant to ask earlier. “How is your grandma doing?”

Her entire expression lit up instantly, like someone had just opened a window to let sunlight in. “She’s doing much better,” she said, almost too quickly. Then she hesitated, shifting slightly. “Actually… I was hoping to ask for permission to leave the forest for a bit. I received word that she should be in town right now.”

I nodded without hesitation. This was perfect timing.

“Then lead the way,” I said. I turned slightly, gesturing to the others. “Zhen Ai, Willow, you’re coming with us. Guo Yimu, you stay.”

Baldy froze for half a second before slowly lowering the broom he had been holding. Then, with exaggerated disbelief, he pointed at himself. “This is unfair! Why are you only taking the ladies!?” he cried out. He straightened, striking a dramatic pose. “I knew it, Senior, we’re both gentlemen of culture!”

I did a double-take at him.

Was he getting this comfortable because I’d been too lenient? Even the way he spoke was starting to sound suspiciously like me. That wasn’t a good sign. At this rate, I might have to ask Roo to give him a proper beating one of these days. Builds character.

Zhen Ai stepped forward slightly, her tone calm and straightforward. “Do you want to ride me?”

I immediately brought a hand to my face.

Li Ming turned further bright red at the question, clearly not ready for that kind of phrasing. Meanwhile, Willow tilted her head and added helpfully, “If I were any bigger, I’d let you ride me.”

I exhaled slowly. I understood exactly what they meant, but I also understood that the two humans here definitely did not interpret it the same way.

Behind us, Guo Yimu dropped to his knees dramatically. “Why isn’t it me!?” he shouted toward the heavens. “Senior, you can’t keep getting away with this! You just can’t!”

I stared at him for a moment before replying in the most deadpan tone I could manage. “I appreciate it. I’ve really wanted to ride a dragon before.”

And I meant that very sincerely.

Zhen Ai nodded as if everything had been settled. Without hesitation, she began to strip.

Guo Yimu’s nose started bleeding almost instantly.

Li Ming covered her face with one hand, though the way her fingers parted slightly made it clear she was still peeking.

In the next moment, Zhen Ai’s form shifted, her body expanding and reshaping as azure scales rippled into existence. A beautiful dragon emerged, her long body coiling gracefully as she rose into the air. The sunlight caught her scales, giving them a shimmering brilliance that made the entire scene feel almost surreal.

She lowered her head toward me, hovering steadily as her tail extended downward in invitation.

I stepped onto her tail, feeling it lift me effortlessly. With a smooth motion, she guided me upward and placed me atop her forehead, her presence steady beneath my feet.

“Li Ming, lead the way,” I said.

She nodded quickly, regaining her composure as she pulled a sword from her storage ring. With practiced ease, she stepped onto it, the blade rising into the air as it carried her forward.

Willow flapped her wings and took off alongside us, easily keeping pace as Zhen Ai surged forward, her massive form cutting through the air with surprising grace.

I glanced back one last time before we left the camp’s proximity, catching a glimpse of Guo Yimu still kneeling dramatically in the distance. I raised my voice just enough for it to carry.

“We’ll be back as soon as we can!”

Whether he heard it or not, I had no idea. He was too busy mourning whatever injustice he thought he’d suffered.

The wind picked up as Zhen Ai surged forward, her massive form cutting cleanly through the air. From my vantage point atop her head, the forest stretched endlessly beneath us, a sea of green that gradually gave way to signs of civilization.

When we finally reached our destination, I narrowed my eyes slightly.

To call it a village now felt… outdated.

The last time I had heard of this place, it had already been upgraded to a town. But what stood before me now was something else entirely. Tall walls encircled it, sturdy and imposing, with watchtowers rising at intervals. The gates were reinforced, and there was a steady flow of people moving in and out. It looked less like a town and more like a proper city.

Li Ming flew ahead on her sword, clearly energized by the sight. She turned her head slightly toward Zhen Ai, her voice brimming with excitement. “There are so many things I want to show you! The market, the food stalls, the training grounds… everything’s changed so much!”

Zhen Ai didn’t respond immediately, but I could feel her attention shifting, taking everything in as we descended.

…

..

.

[POV: Zhong Zhong]

Zhong Zhong leaned back lazily in his chair, one hand idly scratching the stubble along his jaw as he let out a long yawn. The midday sun filtered through the window of his office, casting a warm glow over the room. For once, things were quiet.

And he was enjoying it.

It had been a few years since he took up the position as Leafhome’s captain of the guards. Back then, it had been nothing more than a growing settlement, still finding its footing after that incident. The attack had nearly wiped the place out, but they rose from their ashes like the phoenix. Since then, everything had changed, especially for him.

His actions during that crisis had not gone unnoticed.

The praise came first. Then the offers.

Invitations from sects, recommendations from influential figures… even the Serenity Cliff Sect had extended an offer for him to join their ranks. For a wandering cultivator, that kind of opportunity was something most would kill for.

But he turned it all down for Leafhome.

Zhong Zhong stretched his arms behind his head, a faint grin forming on his face. He had always wanted to settle down somewhere, to plant roots instead of drifting endlessly from one place to another. This city, this once-small village, felt right.

Besides, with how quickly it was growing, the foot traffic alone made it worth staying.

Plenty of opportunities for wife-hunting.

He coughed lightly, straightening a bit in his chair. Right. Opportunities to find a dao companion. Yes, that was what he meant. Not… anything else.

Just as he was about to relax again, a sudden shout shattered the calm.

“Dragon! DRAGON!”

The bell rang out almost immediately after, loud and urgent, echoing across the city.

Zhong Zhong frowned, pushing himself upright. A runner burst into the room moments later, slightly out of breath.

“Captain! There’s a dragon approaching!”

“A dragon?” Zhong Zhong scoffed, waving a hand dismissively as he stood. “Yeah, sure. And I suppose it’s here to apply for residency too?”

He stepped outside anyway, more out of habit than concern.

Then he looked up.

And froze.

High above the city, a massive azure dragon slithered through the sky, its body coiling with effortless grace as sunlight reflected off its scales.

Zhong Zhong’s expression stiffened.

“Huh?” he muttered under his breath.

His eyes narrowed slightly as he focused.

“…Was someone riding the dragon?”
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                [POV: Li Qing]

The city of Leafhome stood transformed beneath a sky washed in pale gold, its newly raised walls gleaming with fresh stone and lacquered wood. What had once been a secluded village had grown into something far greater, something that demanded acknowledgment. Banners bearing the sigil of the willow tree fluttered from every tower, their long strands dancing like leaves in the wind. Cultivators, merchants, dignitaries from neighboring sects, and envoys of the local kingdom filled the vast square, their murmurs blending into a restless tide of anticipation.

At the forefront, elevated above the crowd, stood Li Qing.

Her robes flowed in quiet authority, jade-threaded silk catching the light as though woven from the essence of spring itself. Age had not diminished her presence; rather, it had tempered it into something resolute and unyielding. Her gaze swept across the gathered masses, steady and composed, yet carrying the weight of everything that had led to this moment.

She took a step forward, and the murmurs died as if pressed down by an unseen hand.

“What once stood here was a village hidden from the world,” Li Qing began, her voice clear and far-reaching, carried by spiritual force so that every ear within the square heard her without strain. “We lived in seclusion, bound by duty and silence, safeguarding what was entrusted to us by those who came before.”

She let her gaze linger across the people—her people.

“Today, that chapter ends. Leafhome is no longer a forgotten corner of the world. It stands recognized by the great sects and the kingdom alike, a city with its own name, its own will, and its own standing beneath the heavens.”

A ripple of pride stirred through the crowd.

“But let none of you forget the price that brought us here,” she continued, her tone hardening, a quiet steel threading through her words. “Invaders came from beyond our shores, from a distant continent, bringing with them destruction and ruin. They struck not only at our homes, but at our guests, at our honor, and at the very legacy we were sworn to protect. If not for the intervention of Senior Wo Li, this village would have been erased, reduced to nothing more than a footnote in the annals of history. Many among us would have perished that day, their names lost to time.”

Her voice softened, though it did not lose its strength.

“Therefore, I dedicate this inauguration to the one who stood against calamity when we could not, and to all those who would have fallen had he not answered. May this serve as a reminder of what was saved, and what we must never again allow to be lost.”

With a subtle gesture, Li Qing lifted her hand.

The sword floating at her side responded instantly, a streak of light that moved with elegant precision. It flashed forward and severed the ceremonial ribbon in a single, flawless arc.

Behind her, unveiled to the world, stood a towering bronze statue.

The likeness of the Hermit Sage Wo Li had been captured in striking detail, his posture calm yet unyielding, robes etched with flowing patterns that seemed almost alive. It stood at the heart of the city, an unmissable presence that would watch over all who entered.

From this day forth, the square would bear his name.

Woli Square.

Applause surged like thunder, a wave of sound that rolled through the city and beyond its walls. Yet even as the celebration swelled, Li Qing’s thoughts had already moved ahead.

There was too much to be done.

As the newly elected head of the reorganized remnants of the Hidden Village of the Leaf, the burden upon her shoulders was immense. The Willow Order had to be rebuilt, an ancient force that once stood as the protector of the world itself in ages past. When their duty had been fulfilled, the Willow Order had been disbanded, its legacy sealed away. In its aftermath, the Hidden Village of Leaf was created, an organization withdrawn from worldly affairs while safeguarding immovable treasures and the protection of the Shén.

But the world had changed.

The emergence of the Dark Order had shattered the illusion of peace. Their threat could not be ignored, and so the decision had been made. The Willow Order would rise once more.

This city would be its foundation.

That was why she had come in person despite her obligations elsewhere. There were matters of state, of strategy, of cultivation, all demanding her attention. Yet some responsibilities could not be delegated.

Her granddaughter was one of them.

Though letters had passed between them, ink and parchment were poor substitutes for presence. Li Ming was not merely a symbol tied to their order; she was blood, family, a child Li Qing had sworn to guide and protect.

Li Qing was looking forward to seeing her granddaughter again.

Suddenly, the alarm sounded.

A sharp, piercing resonance tore through the city, shattering the fragile calm. Formation arrays flickered to life along the walls, and the crowd erupted into chaos.

“An attack? Are we under attack again?!”

“Not now—how could this happen during the inauguration?!”

“Protect the elders! Get the children inside!”

Panic spread like wildfire, the carefully orchestrated ceremony dissolving into confusion.

A transmission talisman at Li Qing’s waist pulsed with urgency. She activated it without hesitation.

“Reporting to City Head Li Qing,” a firm voice came through, edged with tension. “This is Zhong Zhong, captain of the guards. There is a dragon outside the city walls.”

A dragon.

Li Qing’s blood ran cold for the briefest instant before it surged, boiling with intent. The word alone carried weight, and in this context, it could only mean one thing.

The Dark Order.

Had they truly come so soon?

Her aura sharpened, the pressure of a Nascent Soul cultivator unfurling like a storm barely contained. She had only recently broken through, ascending from the peak of Core Formation after relentless cultivation. If this were an attack, she would meet it head-on.

Without another word, her figure blurred.

Space folded.

In the next instant, Li Qing stood beyond the city walls.

The wind greeted her first, carrying with it the scent of something ancient and vast. Her gaze lifted and froze.

There was indeed a dragon.

Its immense form coiled with effortless dominance, scales catching the light in shifting hues. Yet it did not radiate hostility. Instead, it hovered with an almost casual presence, as though the city before it was of little concern.

And atop it?

“Is that Senior Wo Li?”

Li Qing’s composure cracked.

A familiar figure waved both arms with unrestrained enthusiasm.

“Grandma!” Li Ming’s voice rang out, bright and clear, utterly devoid of the tension gripping the city. “Grandma, over here!”

“Ming’er!?” uttered Li Qing in surprise.

Perched atop Li Ming’s head was a small owl, its eyes sharp with unmistakable intelligence. It tilted its head, feathers ruffling slightly as it regarded the scene with open displeasure.

“Your people are so rude,” the owl remarked, its tone crisp and distinctly feminine. “Is that how you greet your guests?”

Only then did Li Qing become aware of the tension behind her.

Along the walls, cultivators had already taken positions. Crossbows were drawn, spiritual bolts gleaming with lethal intent. Even the heavy ballistae had been rolled into place, their massive frames creaking as they were aimed squarely at the dragon.

One command would turn the situation disastrous.

Li Qing inhaled once, steadying herself, and then her voice rang out.

“Stand down!”

The pressure of her cultivation bore down upon the defenders, forcing hesitation into their movements.

“These are guests,” she declared, each word carrying unmistakable authority. “Lower your weapons at once.”

…

..

.

There had been a slight misunderstanding at the gates, but it was resolved quickly enough that no blood was spilled and no pride had been irreparably bruised. All things considered, that counted as a success in this world.

Zhen Ai shifted beside me, her massive draconic form folding inward as scales melted into skin and claws softened into slender fingers. By the time we crossed into the city proper, she had already taken on a human shape, slipping into a set of simple mortal clothing with practiced ease. The dragon that had nearly caused a city-wide panic was now just another striking young woman walking at my side.

If only the same could be said about me.

The moment we stepped through the gates, the city erupted.

Cheers, gasps, and whispers that quickly escalated into full-blown shouting rolled over us like a tidal wave. People surged forward, eyes wide, faces flushed with excitement, reverence, and something dangerously close to hysteria.

Willow shifted slightly atop my head, her talons light but firm as she peered over the crowd. “They love you.”

I exhaled slowly, already feeling a headache forming. “You think?”

Zhen Ai glanced at me from the side, her expression tinged with amusement. “Are you not just a master of a forest, but a master of a city, too?”

“No, I’m not,” I replied flatly, refusing to entertain that idea even for a second.

That didn’t stop the crowd.

“Sage Wo Li! Look over here!”

“He’s even more handsome up close!”

“Please, just one glance—just one!”

“Can I have your autograph?!”

“Senior, take me as your wife!”

“Forget that—give me your babies!”

I felt something in my soul recoil.

Internally, I winced as I kept my expression as composed as possible. So this was it. The so-called handsome young master experience, deluxe edition. If there had been a hidden exit, I would have taken it without hesitation. As it stood, I was already contemplating whether returning to my forest camp and pretending none of this ever happened was still a viable life choice.

Unfortunately, the crowd had other plans.

A woman at the peak of Qi Condensation somehow forced her way through the guards, her determination bordering on terrifying. She shoved a parchment and a piece of charcoal toward me with both hands, eyes blazing with fervor.

“Senior! Your autograph! Please, I demand it!”

I stared at the items for a brief moment, then at her, then back at the items.

“I… don’t know how this concept even reached this world,” I muttered under my breath, but I took them anyway.

The charcoal felt crude between my fingers, but I made do. I bent slightly and scribbled out what I thought my name should look like, defaulting to what I knew best. I wrote in cursive, smooth and flowing, entirely out of place in a cultivation world.

When I handed it back, the woman squinted at the parchment.

“What is this scribble?”

I glanced at it myself.

‘Wally.’

Ah.

The woman shrugged almost immediately, clutching it like a treasure. “Probably gonna sell well.”

I said nothing.

A realization settled over me with uncomfortable clarity. I could speak their language flawlessly thanks to the Voice of the World, but writing? Reading? Completely nonexistent. Illiterate. In a world where sect manuals, techniques, and contracts were everything.

I suppressed a sigh.

Great. Another thing to learn.

The guards finally surged in, pulling the woman back into the crowd before anyone else could follow her example.

“Make way! Make way!” one of them barked. “Give space! Let the honored guests pass through!”

Reluctantly, the sea of people parted, though their eyes remained glued to me as if afraid I might vanish if they blinked. We moved forward under heavy escort until a man with a short stubble stepped up beside me, his posture respectful but not overly stiff.

“Sage, I am sorry for the odd welcome,” he said, glancing at Zhen Ai. “We haven’t seen a dragon for a long time. Truth be told, it’s been forever since anyone has. The same goes for the residents. They’re… excited. Many of them were people you saved once. I’m one of them.”

Li Ming, walking just ahead, glanced back with a grin. “Take it easy on Captain Zhong, Senior.”

I gave a small nod. “All’s well.”

The man immediately cupped his fist and bowed deeply.

“Sage, please accept my gratitude,” he said, his voice thick with sincerity. “You may not remember it, but you saved my life. That day, when the invaders came, I was nothing more than a wandering cultivator waiting to die. Then you appeared in the shape of a tiger, a divine beast tearing through our enemies like a storm given form. It’s only recently I learned that it was you!”

He straightened slightly, eyes shining. “Your roar alone scattered them. Your claws—Heavens, your claws split their ranks as if they were paper. I still remember thinking, ‘This is what a legend looks like.’ If I may—”

He inhaled, clearly preparing to continue, perhaps even recite the entire event in poetic detail.

A soft cough from Li Qing cut him off.

Captain Zhong stiffened and immediately bowed his head. “Apologies.”

We continued walking.

Then I saw it.

Or rather, I tried not to see it.

The massive bronze statue stood in the center of the square, impossible to ignore, yet I made a valiant effort anyway by focusing very intently on literally anything else.

Willow, of course, had no such restraint.

“Oh my,” she said, her tone brimming with delight. “Look at that. They captured you rather well.”

Zhen Ai tilted her head, openly admiring it. “It is quite impressive. They even got your posture right.”

“I don’t see anything,” I said, eyes fixed straight ahead.

Neither of them bothered to humor me.

I had a creeping suspicion that Li Qing and Li Ming had deliberately arranged our route just to pass by that thing. Because honestly, with a dragon available, we could have flown anywhere. Instead, here I was, walking past my own larger-than-life likeness like some kind of unwilling celebrity.

Eventually, we arrived at a towering building that dwarfed everything around it. Polished stone, intricate carvings, layers of defensive formations woven so subtly into its structure that they hummed beneath my senses. It was, without question, the most expensive place in the city.

Li Qing came to a stop and turned to me, her expression softening slightly.

“Senior,” she said, “if you would excuse us. Li Ming and I have matters to discuss.”

Li Ming nodded eagerly, though her eyes lingered on me for a moment longer before she turned back to her grandmother.

I waved a hand lightly. “Go ahead. We’ll wait here in the lobby.”

Li Qing inclined her head, then gestured to a nearby attendant.

“Please see to our guests.”

The attendant, a young woman, bowed deeply. “Of course, City Head.”

Li Qing and Li Ming departed without further delay, their figures disappearing into the upper levels of the building.

The guards that had been escorting us melted away just as quickly, their presence fading into the periphery.

Zhong Zhong’s voice drifted back one last time.

“We will remain nearby, Sage. Please, think of us as nothing and make yourselves comfortable.”
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                We remained in the lobby longer than I expected, the quiet comfort of the place settling over us like a soft, persistent hand. The attendant moved with practiced grace, her sleeves flowing as she prepared the tea set before us. Every motion carried a certain deliberateness, as though she were performing rather than merely serving.

She placed the cups down one by one and began, her voice gentle yet rehearsed. “This is Silver Dew Spring, harvested from the eastern terraces just before dawn. The leaves are picked at their youngest, when the essence of the mountain still clings to them. It is said to calm the spirit, sharpen the mind, and leave a lingering sweetness upon the tongue. I… I hope it will suit your taste.” She hesitated briefly before bowing her head. “This humble one is called Deng Jun. If there is anything you require, please do not hesitate to ask.”

Zhen Ai accepted the cup first, her movements elegant as always. She brought it to her lips and took a slow sip, her expression unreadable for a brief moment.

“I have had better,” she said plainly.

The words fell like a stone into still water.

Willow, who had fluttered down onto the table with an indignant little hop, dipped her beak into her own cup with surprising refinement. She paused, then gave a small, thoughtful tilt of her head. “It is structurally sound,” she remarked. “Balanced. A touch conservative. Lacks daring.”

Deng Jun froze.

“I… I beg your forgiveness,” she stammered, her hands trembling slightly as she bowed deeper. “This servant has failed to present something worthy. I will immediately prepare another, something more refined, more fitting—please, allow me to correct this—”

Her voice wavered toward the end, and when she raised her head, her eyes shimmered faintly.

Zhen Ai blinked. “Why are you crying?”

Willow regarded her with clinical curiosity. “Yes. Your tear ducts appear overactive. Is this a cultural response to critique?”

That only made it worse.

Deng Jun’s lips trembled, and she lowered her gaze again as though bracing herself for something far harsher than what had been said. For a moment, the atmosphere grew unbearably awkward, stretched thin like a thread about to snap.

I sighed and picked up my cup.

“This tea is good,” I said, taking another sip, slower this time. “Actually. No, it’s more than good. It’s smooth, clean, and the aftertaste lingers in a nice way. You can tell it was prepared carefully.”

Deng Jun looked up as though I had just pulled her out of drowning waters.

“R-really?” she asked, her voice small but hopeful.

“Really,” I replied. “You’ve got skill.”

Her entire face lit up, the earlier gloom vanishing so quickly it was almost comical. “Then—please, have more!” she said, already reaching for the pot and refilling my cup before I could protest.

I watched the pale liquid settle and couldn’t help but reflect. I had always thought tea was just… leaf water. Slightly flavored, mostly pointless.

I took another sip.

I muttered. “This is actually really good. I think I might get used to this.”

We lingered there for a while, the tension easing into something far more relaxed. At some point, Willow hopped closer to me, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

“Let us engage in a word game,” she declared. “I will begin. ‘Forest.’”

“‘Tree,’” I replied lazily.

“‘Leaf.’”

“‘Wind.’”

“‘Decay.’”

“…You always make it dark,” I said, squinting at her.

“Reality trends toward entropy,” she replied without shame.

Before I could retort, Zhen Ai’s voice cut in. “What is this?”

We both turned.

She stood near one of the pillars, a thin book in her hand that she had apparently retrieved from beneath a low table. Deng Jun’s face immediately drained of color.

“T-that shouldn’t be there!” she exclaimed, rushing forward. “Please, forgive me, that item is not meant for guests—!”

She reached for it, but Zhen Ai sidestepped effortlessly, her body swaying just enough to avoid the grasp without even looking at her.

Zhen Ai hopped lightly onto the base of the pillar, walked upwards as if defying gravity, and began flipping through the pages. “Oh my,” she murmured. “This is quite the piece of literature. Daring, too.”

“What is it?” I asked, curiosity piqued.

She didn’t answer directly. Instead, she pushed off the pillar and drifted through the air, her body turning until she was upside down as she floated toward me, the book held out invitingly.

I stared at the pages for a second before shrugging. “I’m illiterate.”

Zhen Ai landed gracefully on a chair, completely unbothered. “Then I shall read it aloud.”

She cleared her throat, then began, her voice calm and melodic.

“‘Wo Li pressed her against the ancient tree, his breath hot against her neck as his hands traced the curve of her waist. The forest itself seemed to tremble in anticipation, leaves whispering secrets as his lips descended—’”

I spat my tea.

It went everywhere.

I coughed violently, nearly choking as I wiped my mouth, my entire body recoiling in shock. Deng Jun finally managed to snatch the book from Zhen Ai’s hands, her face a shade of red I didn’t think was naturally possible.

“I—I—I deeply apologize!” she stammered, clutching the book to her chest before dropping to her knees. “This servant deserves punishment for such an indecent oversight! Please, allow me to atone—!”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” I cut in quickly, waving my hands. “Just, please don’t read that out loud again. Ever.”

Honestly, I didn’t even know how to process it. It was amusing in a surreal way, but mostly it just felt… deeply strange.

“Could you give us a tour instead?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

Deng Jun looked up, relief flooding her features. “Of course! This way, please!”

Fifteen minutes later, I regretted everything.

We had passed more than twenty paintings. Every single one of them was me.

Me fighting beasts. Me standing heroically atop corpses. Me surrounded by light like some divine figure. Me brooding under a tree like I had unresolved emotional trauma.

I stared at one in particular, where I was dramatically pointing at something in the distance while a storm raged behind me.

“When did I even do that?” I muttered.

“Your tale has been interpreted artistically,” Willow said, barely containing her amusement.

“I’m in hell,” I sighed. “This is hell. I saved a few people, resurrected a handful of corpses, and now I’m trapped in a gallery of myself.”

Willow snickered openly. “Really? Is this what you call suffering from success?”

Zhen Ai, on the other hand, seemed thoroughly impressed. She stopped in front of a massive painting depicting me riding an enormous, tyrannical reptile. It was clearly an exaggerated version of my Wild Shape.

She reached out and lightly touched the surface. “This creature… it is magnificent. An intimidating and dominating figure. It reminds me of dragons, yet it possesses legs. How curious.”

“That’s a T. rex,” I said flatly. “Don’t ask.”

I sighed again, already exhausted by my own accidental fame.

Behind me, Deng Jun shifted nervously. “I… had the impression that you might not favor these displays,” she said cautiously. “I apologize if they cause you discomfort.”

I glanced back at her.

“Impression?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Really?”

We returned to the lobby and waited for a few more minutes, the quiet murmur of the place settling into a comfortable background noise. It didn’t take long before Li Ming came rushing toward us, her steps light and eager, her expression practically glowing with excitement.

“Senior Wo Li!” she called out, waving as she approached. “I was just looking for you. I want to show Sister Zhen Ai and Willow around the city. Grandma even gave me money to spend, so we can buy whatever we want!”

I raised a brow at that and glanced at the two in question. Zhen Ai looked mildly intrigued, while Willow’s eyes gleamed with unmistakable interest.

“Be careful,” I said simply. “The city’s safe, but don’t go wandering into places you shouldn’t.”

Li Ming nodded quickly. “I will! Thank you, Senior!”

Zhen Ai inclined her head slightly. “Your concern is appreciated.”

“I wish to procure books,” Willow added, her tone carrying a strange sense of gravity, as though this was a mission of utmost importance.

“Then it’s settled!” Li Ming clapped her hands together before turning abruptly toward Deng Jun, who had been standing quietly nearby. “You’re coming with us!”

“Ah—m-me?” Deng Jun blinked, clearly caught off guard.

“Yes! You know the city better than we do,” Li Ming said, already grabbing her hand and tugging her along. “Let’s go!”

And just like that, they were gone.

I stood there for a moment, watching their retreating figures until they disappeared beyond the entrance. The lobby suddenly felt a lot quieter.

“…Well,” I muttered, rolling my shoulders as I stood up. “Guess that’s my cue.”

I made my way toward the inner section of the building, eventually arriving at an office door where Li Ming just came from. I tapped against it lightly with my staff.

“Li Qing?” I called out. “I want to talk.”

“Please, come in,” her voice answered from within.

I pushed the door open and stepped inside. The first thing I noticed was the mountain of paperwork spread across her desk. Sheets upon sheets of documents were stacked in neat, almost intimidating piles, and Li Qing sat behind them, her posture straight despite the apparent workload.

She glanced up at me and smiled faintly. “I was actually intending to speak with you as well,” she said. “It seems we are of one mind.”

That wasn’t ominous at all.

Before I could respond, she lifted a hand, and a teapot rose smoothly from the table beside her. With a subtle flow of qi, the water within began to heat, steam curling upward as the liquid stirred itself without any physical contact. The entire process was… unnecessarily flashy.

She gestured toward the seat across from her. “Please.”

I sat.

Li Qing followed soon after, lowering herself gracefully into her chair as the tea poured itself into two cups. One drifted toward me, settling neatly within reach.

“How has my granddaughter been faring?” she asked casually. “And Guo Yimu as well. That boy tends to… be misunderstood. However, he means well.”

“They’re doing well,” I replied, picking up the cup. “They’ve been cultivating diligently, and they handle errands without much issue. Though Guo Yimu does try to run away from them whenever he thinks he can get away with it.”

Li Qing chuckled softly. “That does sound like him.”

I took a sip of the tea.

“…This is a hundred times better than Deng Jun’s,” I said honestly.

Li Qing’s smile deepened, just slightly. “I will take that as a compliment.”

I set the cup down, letting the warmth settle before getting to the point.

“Do you know anything about a place called the Heavenly Domain Sect?” I asked. “Or the Sea Dragon Palace?”

Li Qing tapped her finger lightly against the rim of her cup, her expression turning thoughtful. “The Heavenly Domain Sect… no, I cannot say that I have heard of it.” She paused briefly before continuing. “However, the Sea Dragon Palace is quite well known. It is a powerful force that resides upon the ocean. In ancient times, it was said that they ruled over the seven seas.”

That alone was enough to tell me I was asking the right person.

I leaned back slightly, considering my next words. For the longest time, I had avoided this. Information meant involvement, and involvement meant responsibility. I had wanted none of that in the past.

But things had changed.

If there was imbalance, if there were forces tipping the scales too far in one direction, then I couldn’t just pretend not to see it anymore.

“I want to ask for a favor,” I said finally. “Your organization… I have a feeling it knows a lot. I want access to that knowledge. The power structures of this world, how people live, the continents, history, and everything you can share.”

Li Qing didn’t answer immediately.

She lifted her cup and took a slow sip, her gaze studying me over the rim. When she set it down, her expression carried a quiet curiosity.

“Why?” she asked. “You have gone to great lengths to isolate yourself. And yet now, you seek to understand everything.” She tilted her head slightly. “There are many things about you I find… curious. Suspicious, even. You are a foreigner to this domain, perhaps to these lands entirely. That alone warrants caution.”

I met her gaze evenly.

“If I’m that doubtful and unstable,” I said, “then why did you ask me to take care of your granddaughter? Just think of this like this. I took her in as a favor for you. This is just you repaying that favor. That way, this makes it fair.”

Li Qing’s eyes narrowed slightly, not in hostility, but in contemplation.

I shrugged. “If you don’t want to share your organization’s knowledge, that’s fine. I won’t force it. I can always call in that favor some other way.”

It would leave a bad taste in my mouth, sure, but I wasn’t desperate.

Still, I preferred that she agree.

Li Qing regarded me for a long moment before exhaling softly. “Very well,” she said. “I will grant your request… on one condition.”

I raised a brow. “Of course there is.”

She smiled faintly.

“You will join my organization,” she said. “The Willow Order.”

            

    
        033 Consequences

    
    
    
    
                I didn’t even need time to think about it.

“I refuse,” I said plainly. “I don’t even know what the Willow Order stands for from your ideals, your philosophy, or what you truly do behind all of this. You’re asking me to tie myself to something I don’t understand. That’s not happening.”

I stood up, staff in hand, choosing my next words with more care than I usually bothered with. This wasn’t something I could just brush off with a joke or deflect with indifference.

“I’m not a saint,” I continued. “I found peace in that forest. In this life. And I don’t think I can just give that up. I want to be happy. It just so happens that the kind of happiness I want… doesn’t involve being dragged through the chaos of this world. I want balance. My balance. Somewhere in the middle. Not isolation, not entanglement. Just... enough. To be honest, I don’t think highly of cultivators. The way you all live and the way power warps everything? It feels… unnatural. Ruthless. Like the world itself has been bent out of shape to accommodate something that shouldn’t exist in the first place.”

Her expression didn’t change, but I could feel the weight of the room shift slightly.

“If I said I wanted all cultivation gone,” I continued evenly, “how would your Willow Order see me?”

Silence followed.

I shook my head lightly. “I’m not saying I’d actually do it. I’m not that delusional. Trying to erase cultivation would drown this world in blood, and the ones who’d suffer most wouldn’t be you or me. It’d be the mortals. And in the end, they’d probably turn to cultivation themselves just to survive, just to have some control over their fate.”

I exhaled softly.

“That was just an example,” I added. “A difference in ideals big enough to divide us completely. So instead of joining you, I’d rather we keep this simple. A cooperative relationship. Equal standing. No chains, no obligations beyond mutual benefit.”

If I were going to move forward, then I needed to understand others too, like mortals, cultivators, and everyone in between.

Li Qing closed her eyes briefly, then let out a quiet sigh.

“…Very well,” she said at last. “We can agree to that.” She opened her eyes again, her gaze steady. “The Willow Order will share with you what knowledge we deem harmless for you to know. As for the matter of the Dark Order, we have found nothing conclusive. However, I am certain they are present on this continent. They have been operating for a very long time.”

Her fingers rested lightly against the cup.

“My village. My Order,” she went on, her tone quieter now, “we are at one of our lowest points in strength. Your cooperation… is appreciated.”

I nodded slightly, taking that in.

After a moment of hesitation, I asked the question that had been lingering in the back of my mind for a while now.

“What do you know about the corrupted seeds?”

Li Qing didn’t even pause this time.

“I cannot tell you anything about them.”

I frowned slightly. “Then the Shén?”

Her gaze sharpened just a fraction. “There is also nothing I can tell you about them.”

Of course.

She leaned back slightly, her words almost like begging. “If you wish to know more, you must join the Willow Order.”

I shook my head immediately. “No thanks.”

I could’ve played along. Joined them, learned what I needed, then walked away. But that kind of move… it left a sour taste in my mouth just thinking about it. And I had a feeling they wouldn’t take it lightly either.

So I stayed honest.

“Those seeds,” I said, my tone hardening slightly, “anyone who uses them, I’ll purge them.”

Li Qing nodded without hesitation. “We consider those seeds to be evil as well. If we encounter someone abusing them, we will act no differently.”

That was reassuring.

She studied me for a moment before asking, “And the Shén? Based on what little you know, what do you think of them?”

I leaned back slightly, thinking it through. I knew enough to understand one thing. The Dark Order wanted them badly. Alive or dead, it didn’t matter. That alone said a lot. But when I thought about it…

“All I see is a young girl who wants to pursue immortality the peaceful way. Nothing more.”

Li Ming’s face came to mind.

“I’ve watched over her for a while now,” I continued. “And if you ask me what an ideal cultivator looks like, It’s someone like your granddaughter. Or maybe, Xing Ning. Of course, I can’t really say all of this with confidence. After all, power changes people.”

Heck, I wasn’t the same person when I arrived in this world. Even I could see the way the power I wield had changed me for better or worse. The rest of the conversation had been harmless. We ended up talking for hours. What started as a negotiation slowly unraveled into something far more mundane, such as arguments over city management, policies, and the strange quirks of human behavior. It was oddly… normal.

“The paintings stay,” Li Qing said firmly, not even entertaining the discussion anymore.

I rubbed my temple. “You’ve got an entire gallery of me striking poses I’ve never struck in my life. One of them has me pointing at the sky like I’m about to declare war on the heavens.”

“Artistic interpretation,” she replied without a hint of shame.

“…Right. Then at least get rid of the erotic stuff.”

She paused.

Then, to my surprise, she sighed. “That… can be arranged. It was never officially sanctioned to begin with.”

“Good,” I muttered. “Because I am not dealing with that again.”

From there, the conversation drifted more easily. Tea was poured, cups refilled, and somewhere along the way, the tension from earlier had completely faded.

I leaned back slightly, cradling the cup in my hand. “How’s the old man doing? Guo Yupin from the Serenity Cliff Sect. I honestly have lots to complain about him, especially regarding his grandson. Guo Yimu is a riot, honestly.”

Li Qing’s lips curved faintly. “He is currently undergoing training under several masters of the Willow Order. From what I’ve heard… he is cultivating like a madman.”

“That sounds about right,” I said with a small snort. “Good for him.”

We shared a brief chuckle, and for a moment, it felt less like a negotiation between two uncertain allies and more like a casual conversation between acquaintances.

I took another sip before asking, “Any news from the Steel Mountain Domain?”

Li Qing set her cup down gently. “The conflict between the Stone Spire Sect and the Steel Sky Sect has been intense,” she said. “However, it seems a peace treaty is currently in the works. The two young masters of each sect have come to an agreement. They believe the bloodshed must come to an end.”

I felt something in my chest ease slightly.

Li Qing’s expression softened just a touch. “Xing Ning, in particular, has been advocating strongly for peace. He has made remarkable progress in pushing both sides toward resolution.”

I couldn’t help the faint smile that tugged at my lips.

“That sounds like him,” I said quietly.

“Indeed,” Li Qing agreed. “As for the other party. The young scion of the Stone Spire Sect. Xu Lei. He has been making great strides in ending a fight that would’ve probably been avoided if they just talked it out.”

The familiar name hit me differently. I felt relief. So, he had chosen this path. I exhaled slowly. It seemed sparing that young man back then had paid off. Though, there was no particular guarantee or proof that sparing him then had anything to do with the situation right now.

Li Qing’s gaze lingered on me. “What is your relationship with Xu Lei?” she asked. “You seemed… relieved.”

I scratched the back of my head lightly. “It’s a bit complicated. I saved someone from the Steel Sky Sect. He goes by Kang Wen. In the process, I ended up killing Xu Lei as a show of power through violence. And then I resurrected him.”

A flicker of genuine confusion passed through Li Qing’s eyes, followed by something more restrained.

“…You speak of such things far too casually,” Li Qing said after a moment. “Resurrection is not a trivial matter. While such an act speaks of your… capabilities, it can just as easily become a source of fear. Consequences exist everywhere. Even good deeds can lead to unintended outcomes. You may save a life… and in doing so, disrupt something far greater.”

I leaned back slightly, her words settling heavier than I expected.

For some reason, I was reminded of some distant idea about how every action carried a reaction of equal weight.

Balance.

Always balance.

“…I’ll keep that in mind,” I said finally.

The conversation lingered a bit longer after that, but eventually, I stood up.

“I’ll be going,” I said. “We’ll talk another time.”

Li Qing inclined her head. “I look forward to it.”

I left her office and made my way back through the building, eventually finding Zhen Ai, Willow, and Li Ming again. The next few days passed in a blur. We stayed in the city, taking in everything it had to offer. Markets, food, wandering streets that twisted and turned with life. It was… lively.

Well, it might be too lively.

Apparently, I had become something of a celebrity.

Everywhere I went, people stared. Some whispered. Others pointed. A few even tried to approach, only to be gently but firmly redirected by the guards who had, for some reason, decided to stick to me like I was a high-maintenance guest.

It was suffocating.

“I regret everything,” I muttered at one point as yet another passerby tried to sneak a closer look.

“You are experiencing the consequences of your popularity,” Willow said, entirely unhelpful.

Zhen Ai, meanwhile, seemed to enjoy the attention far more than I did.

Eventually, I had had enough.

“I’m leaving,” I announced one morning.

Li Ming looked at me, then hesitated. “Can I… stay a bit longer?” she asked. “I want to spend more time with Grandma.”

I nodded without hesitation. “Of course. You should.”

Li Ming deserved that much. Moreover, it wasn’t like she’d be in immediate danger here. Leafhome was probably one of the safest places on the continent for her right now. Besides, my camp wasn’t far. I could always come back.

“So, anyone coming with me home?” I asked.

Zhen Ai and Willow followed.

The moment we stepped into the city square, Zhen Ai shed her human guise and revealed her true form, scales unfurling like living jade beneath the sun. Her massive body coiled into the air, each movement deliberate, commanding, as though the sky itself bent to accommodate her presence. Without a word, she lowered her head, and I stepped onto her forehead, settling between the ridges of her horns as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

From that height, I looked down at the statue.

It stood tall, carved in my likeness, immortalized in stone with a kind of reverence I neither asked for nor understood. I searched for a reaction within myself from pride, discomfort, and disbelief, but found nothing of substance. It was just another consequence. Another ripple from choices I had made without fully grasping how far they would spread.

“I suppose this is what consequence looks like,” I muttered under my breath.

Zhen Ai surged upward with a burst of qi, the air cracking beneath us as we shot into the sky. Leafhome City shrank rapidly, its noise and color dissolving into a distant blur. Willow kept pace beside us, her small owl form deceptively calm against the roaring wind.

It had been worth it.

A simple promise was all I had secured, but that promise carried weight. Access to knowledge about this world was no small gain. Back when I played Legacy World Online, I had always gravitated toward the quiet side of things. Not raids, not competition, but exploration. Lore. The hidden threads that gave meaning to everything else.

This world felt no different.

History, culture, forgotten truths buried beneath thousands of years. I wanted all of it. The Willow Order’s archives alone could probably keep me occupied for years, and for once, that thought didn’t feel like an exaggeration.

By the time we approached the forest, the air had grown cooler, heavier with the scent of earth and life. My camp came into view soon after, a small clearing nestled within the embrace of dense trees. Thorny vines surrounded it, layered thick from repeated castings of Thorn Whip, forming a natural barrier against beasts and unwelcome visitors.

At least, that was how I left it.

My eyes narrowed.

The clearing was flooded.

Water spread across the ground in unnatural stillness, reflecting the sky like a warped mirror. The guesthouse, Xing Ning’s workshop, had been reduced to broken timber and scattered debris. Only my treehouse stood relatively intact, though even that felt less like resilience and more like neglect.

Zhen Ai slowed, hovering above the devastation.

I frowned.

“Wild Shape: Eagle.”

The transformation came easily. My body twisted, reshaped, and I shot downward through the air in a controlled dive. Just before impact, I shifted back, boots splashing lightly against the soaked ground.

“Guo Yimu!” I shouted, my voice cutting through the silence. “Where are you?”

For a moment, nothing answered.

Then a figure emerged from my treehouse, a bald head catching the light as he stepped into view.

“I’m here, senior,” he called.

Relief loosened something in my chest.

I exhaled, steadying myself. “What happened?”

Behind me, Zhen Ai descended and returned to her human form without ceremony, bare skin exposed to the damp air as though she did not even register it. Her gaze swept across the clearing, sharp and calculating, before her expression tightened.

“This place is saturated with violent water qi,” she said, her voice low. “Not just any disturbance. This… this is the work of a dragon.”

I saw fear flicker in her eyes.

Willow fluttered forward, landing lightly on a broken beam. Her head tilted as she fixed Guo Yimu with an unblinking stare. “What happened here?” she asked, her tone deceptively mild.

Guo Yimu leaped down from the tree, landing with practiced ease despite the soaked ground. “A flood came out of nowhere,” he said quickly. “No warning, no signs. I barely had time to hide.”

I listened, but something felt off.

My gaze drifted to the thorny vines surrounding the clearing. They should have responded to me instinctively, extensions of my will through nature itself. Instead, they felt… empty. Severed. As though whatever connection we shared had been quietly erased.

They didn’t look wrong at a glance.

That was what made it worse.

My Druidic Insight stirred uneasily, whispering that something beneath the surface had been twisted and replaced.

I raised my staff.

Nature answered.

A Sunlight Orb formed at its tip, radiant and pure, the gathered energy humming with quiet authority before I released it in a single, decisive motion.

The orb struck Guo Yimu square in the chest.

There was no explosion. No dramatic recoil.

Just a clean, gaping hole where his heart should have been.

No blood followed.

Instead, a faint mist seeped from the wound, dissipating into the air like breath on a cold morning.

“Oh, that’s cold,” the figure remarked lightly.

The illusion shimmered, its form unraveling before reshaping into someone else entirely.

Long dark hair cascaded over ornate robes, each thread screaming excess and arrogance. A mischievous smile curved his lips as though this entire scene was nothing more than a private joke.

His eyes lingered on me for a moment, amused.

Then they shifted to Zhen Ai.

“Sister,” he said softly, almost fondly. “I missed you.”

The word lingered in the air like poison.

Zhen Ai’s expression had gone rigid, her body tense in a way I had never seen before. The confidence, the pride, the quiet dominance she carried so effortlessly? All of it had cracked. What remained was something far more fragile.

Fear.

            

    
        034 Time to go Home?

    
    
    
    
                I stepped forward without thinking, my staff rising instinctively as I placed myself between Zhen Ai and the man. Every instinct I had screamed at me that this was not someone we could afford to take lightly, but that didn’t matter. Not right now.

“Where is Guo Yimu?” I demanded, my grip tightening around the staff. “What did you do to him?”

The man’s smile widened, amused rather than threatened. “Why ask me?” he said lightly. “Why don’t you see it for yourself?”

The world shifted.

The illusion peeled away like rotting bark, and reality bled through in all its ugliness.

My treehouse was on fire.

Flames crawled hungrily up the wooden structure, devouring everything I had built with patient hands. The thorny vines that once guarded the clearing were gone, reduced to brittle ash scattered across scorched earth. The ground itself was a grotesque mixture of mud and soot, as though water and fire had fought here and neither had truly won.

The guesthouse was no longer a building. It was splinters.

And at the center of it all was Guo Yimu.

He was impaled on a wooden post, his body hanging limply, barely held together by sheer stubbornness. Parts of his skin were charred black, others swollen with angry boils that pulsed beneath the surface. His breathing came in shallow, ragged gasps that sounded more like a death rattle than life.

“Senior…” rasped Guo Yimu, his voice barely more than a whisper. “I… I didn’t tell him anything…”

His head slumped forward as tears mixed with soot on his face. His chest hitched once, twice, and then stilled.

The light in his eyes faded into something empty and glassy.

Behind me, the man clicked his tongue in mild disappointment. “I didn’t expect the baldy to be so hard-headed,” he said. “Quite the waste of effort.”

Something inside me snapped.

I stared at Guo Yimu’s corpse, at the way his body still trembled faintly from whatever torment he had endured, and felt a slow, rising heat coil in my chest. It wasn’t explosive. Not yet. It was worse than that.

“Z-Zhen R-Rang…” Zhen Ai’s voice shook as she stepped forward, her earlier composure completely shattered. “W-What are you doing here?”

Zhen Rang turned to her with a smile that might have been warm under different circumstances. Here, it felt wrong and twisted.

“Of course, I came to take you back,” he said. “Father would welcome you with open arms. Do you know? When he heard the Heavenly Domain Sect lost you, he immediately sent me after you. Father really loves you, doesn’t he?”

Zhen Ai’s eyes trembled, hope flickering where fear had once been. “Really?”

“Cleanse Spirits.”

The words left my mouth cold and sharp.

A ripple of energy washed over her, severing whatever unseen influence had wrapped around her mind. Zhen Ai flinched, clutching her head as confusion replaced that fragile hope.

I glanced at her briefly. “That isn’t nice,” I said flatly.

Willow swooped down, landing atop Zhen Ai’s head with a small thump. “Wake up, Zhen Ai. Focus,” she said firmly. “This is a dangerous situation.”

I didn’t take my eyes off Zhen Rang.

My spiritual senses screamed at me.

If I lined up everyone I had fought so far, it wasn’t even close. The old man from before would be at the bottom. Long Xue, the black-robed cultivator who had actually made me cautious, would be above him.

However, this man?

He didn’t belong on that scale.

He existed far beyond it.

“NO!” Zhen Ai cried suddenly. “I will come with you.”

Zhen Rang blinked, genuinely surprised. “Oh? I didn’t think it would be so easy. I thought you’d fight back.” He chuckled softly. “Come on, sister, let’s go home—”

“NO!” Willow snapped, feathers bristling. “Are you still under a mental spell? Why—”

“You don’t understand!” Zhen Ai cut her off, voice shaking. “My brother is a Soul Transformation realm cultivator—”

Zhen Rang’s expression didn’t change, but his hand lifted slightly.

Water qi condensed instantly, forming a razor-sharp beam that shot toward Willow.

She dodged.

Of course, she did.

Her small body twisted midair with impossible agility, wings beating as she shot upward at a speed that blurred her outline as if aiming for Zhen Rang.

I moved at the same time.

Grabbing her mid-flight, I flung her back into the air, away from Zhen Rang.

“Don’t waste your life,” I said, my voice low and steady. “He’s mine.”

Zhen Rang laughed, a genuine sound this time. “Ah, such a funny little thing,” he said, eyes glinting with something darker. “Do you even hear yourself? It really makes my blood boil—”

I didn’t let him finish.

My fist slammed into his face with everything I had.

Level 999 stats weren’t just mere numbers. They were my raw abilities, representing my base prowess. I snapped my wrist at the last second, twisted my torso, and drove the punch through him the way Roo had taught me.

“YOU WRECKED MY PLACE!” I roared. “NO ONE GETS TO WRECK MY PLACE! OR I WILL WRECK YOU BACK, BITCH!”

Blood burst from his nose as his head snapped to the side.

“Wild Shape: Steppe Mammoth.”

Power flooded my body as I transformed, muscles swelling, bones reshaping, mass multiplying until the ground beneath me groaned in protest. My trunk lashed out, coiling around him before he could fully recover.

Then I threw him.

His body tore through the air like a ragdoll, vanishing into the distance as the force of it shattered what little remained of the clearing’s fragile silence.

I felt furious.

…

..

.

[POV: Zhen Rang]

Zhen Rang’s body tore through the sky like a discarded puppet before he halted midair with effortless control. The momentum bled away as his cultivation took over, suspending him high above the forest in perfect stillness. The wind curled around him, tugging at his robes, but he remained unmoved, as though the world itself had to adjust to his presence.

He tilted his head slightly, rolling his jaw.

“Pointy ears have a mean punch, huh?”

The taste of iron lingered on his tongue. He spat a thin stream of blood into the open air and wiped the rest from his nose with the back of his hand, eyes narrowing in quiet interest rather than anger.

That man… that so-called master of the forest.

No qi. Not even a trace.

And yet, that punch had drawn blood.

Zhen Rang chuckled under his breath, the sound low and thoughtful. He had done his due diligence. The Heavenly Domain Sect’s agents hadn’t simply vanished. He had found them. Dug them up himself. Inspected the corpses, studied the injuries, and traced the patterns of their deaths with the meticulous care of a hunter learning his prey.

Severed heads. Clean kills. Efficiency without flourish.

Also, plenty of cruelty if the crushed dantian was to go by.

What did Zhen Rang do with that information?

Of course, he took advantage of it.

The moment he confirmed the forest master’s absence, he burned everything that might go against him. Every thorny vine that blanketed the clearing had gone up in flames under his command, stripped away before they could become a nuisance. He layered an illusion formation over the destruction, weaving it carefully so that any casual inspection would reveal nothing amiss.

He had intended to ambush the man.

Instead, the man had seen through it.

Zhen Rang’s smile thinned slightly.

Perhaps pretending to be that bald servant had been excessive.

With a single thought, space folded.

He vanished.

And reappeared.

Zhen Ai’s throat fit neatly within his grasp as he materialized before her, fingers tightening just enough to remind her how fragile she truly was. Her body jerked in shock, hands clawing weakly at his wrist as she struggled to breathe.

Below them, the massive behemoth charged.

The ground trembled under its weight as it lunged forward, tusks gleaming, fury radiating from every movement.

Zhen Rang disappeared again.

The mammoth’s attack crushed nothing but air.

He reappeared high above, suspended once more with Zhen Ai still dangling in his grip. With a flicker of intent, he cloaked them both in invisibility, his qi seamlessly bending around them. The space he occupied became his domain, obedient and malleable, allowing his techniques to manifest without resistance.

Such was the privilege of Soul Transformation.

Where Nascent Soul granted instant movement, his realm refined it, extended it, perfected it, and imbued it with personal authority.

Below, the mammoth stomped wildly, trumpeting in rage as it searched for a target that no longer existed.

Zhen Rang laughed, the sound bright and mocking. “Ha ha ha~! Amusing.”

He watched the creature thrash for a moment longer before turning his attention back to the woman in his grasp.

“You always did have a talent for making things difficult,” he said, his tone light but edged with irritation. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused me, running off like this?”

Zhen Ai’s eyes burned with a mixture of fear and defiance, but her body refused to obey her. The pressure of his grip, combined with the overwhelming authority of his cultivation, locked her in place. Dragon hierarchy was not something she could simply ignore.

Zhen Rang’s gaze drifted downward.

He paused.

His spiritual senses brushed against something… unfamiliar.

Something wrong.

His expression twisted.

The life within her was unmistakable, yet tainted. Its nature warped into something that offended every instinct he possessed. A hybrid existence, neither pure nor acceptable.

Zhen Ai recoiled at the look on his face, as if she could feel the disgust radiating from him.

“You disgust me,” Zhen Rang said coldly. “A dragon of our bloodline, reduced to this? Spreading your legs for beasts like some common whore.”

His grip tightened slightly, just enough to make her flinch.

“Was it that lumbering fool down there?” he asked, glancing briefly at the raging mammoth below.

Zhen Ai shook her head desperately, her voice breaking as she forced the words out. “N-No… it wasn’t him…”

Zhen Rang studied her for a long moment, then exhaled softly.

“The Heavenly Domain Sect,” he murmured. “I suppose that makes sense.”

After all, she had always attracted attention. Even within the palace, she had been adored and desired by many. There had been a time when Zhen Rang admired her, too. Of course, that changed quickly. Her rejection had stung more than he cared to admit, but he had moved one. That feeling had long since rotted away, replaced by something far uglier.

Now, the mere thought of touching her made his skin crawl.

“How unfortunate,” he said idly, almost to himself. “I wonder if you’re even worth saving anymore.”

Zhen Ai blinked, confusion cutting through her fear.

Zhen Rang’s eyes flickered back to her, a faint smile returning to his lips. “Perhaps I should salvage what I can,” he continued. “The child, for instance. Strip it away before it’s fully tainted. That might still be useful.”

Her eyes widened in horror.

She struggled, qi flaring weakly against his hold, but it was like a candle trying to defy a storm. His presence crushed her resistance effortlessly, the dominance of a higher dragon absolute and unquestionable.

“P-Please…” she choked out, tears spilling freely now. “Don’t… don’t do it…”

Zhen Rang watched her quietly, her desperation reflected in his eyes like a distant, meaningless thing. “Everything will be okay from now on,” he said, his voice calm, reassuring in a way that felt deeply wrong. “You will be perfect, again.”

Zhen Ai trembled in his grasp, trying to fight back, but it was useless.

Zhen Rang lowered his free hand. His palm rested lightly against her abdomen. For a moment, nothing happened. Then his qi moved. It wasn’t violent. Not outwardly. It was controlled and precise to an inhuman degree. A silent wave slipped into her body, bypassing flesh and bone, targeting only what he intended.

Ending it.

“NOOOOOOOOO—!”

Zhen Ai’s scream tore through the sky, raw and unrestrained, as her entire body convulsed in his grip. She clawed at him, at herself, at the air, her voice breaking into something hoarse and animalistic as agony and loss crashed over her all at once.

“I—IT HURTS—! PLEASE—! NO—! NO—!”

Her hands clutched her stomach as if she could hold it together, as if she could force life to remain through sheer will alone.

She couldn’t.

Blood spilled down her legs, warm and merciless, staining everything it touched.

Her screams faltered.

Then stopped.

The tears on her face dried as quickly as they came, her expression emptying out until nothing remained. No anger. No grief. No resistance.

Just… absence.

Zhen Rang looked at her and understood.

A broken doll.

He had seen many before.

Below them, the raging behemoth vanished.

In its place, an eagle cut through the sky, its form sharp and determined as it closed the distance in an instant. Mid-flight, it expanded once more, reshaping into that same massive, tusked monstrosity, descending with crushing force.

Zhen Rang barely spared it a glance.

“Truly pathetic.”

Space folded and Zhen Rang reappeared just above the beast, one hand still holding Zhen Ai, the other extending outward with a single finger raised.

Qi gathered, condensed, and was refined.

“Dao Domain: Nine Suns Phantasm.”

The world responded.

His domain bloomed outward with him as its center, reality itself bending under his will as the sky ignited. Nine blazing suns manifested above, each radiating unbearable heat, their presence warping the air and scorching everything beneath.

At the tip of his finger, a single arrow of fire formed.

It shot forward.

There was no time to react.

The attack pierced the behemoth cleanly, slicing through its massive form as if it were nothing more than paper. For a fraction of a second, the creature remained intact, then it split, and burned. It was reduced to ash before the momentum of its own weight could even register.

Zhen Rang lowered his hand.

The nine suns flickered once… then vanished, his Dao Domain retracting as though it had never existed.

Silence reclaimed the sky.

He looked at the lifeless space where the beast had been, then back at the hollow figure in his grasp.

“Time to go home, sis.”

            

    
        035 Seven Minutes

    
    
    
    
                I died.

There was no confusion about it.

For the briefest moment, I became something… else. Something larger. My awareness stretched outward, dissolving into the fabric of the forest itself.

I could feel everything.

The panic of fleeing animals as they scattered in every direction, their instincts screaming at them to survive. I felt Roo moving among them, guiding them, pushing them away from danger with a strange mix of urgency and care.

I saw Old Black, silent and watchful, slithering through the chaos as he retrieved Guo Yimu’s body with quiet respect.

I saw Willow.

She didn’t hesitate.

She fled, cutting through the sky toward Leafhome City, her small form carrying a weight far greater than her size. Whether to warn them or beg for help, I didn’t know.

Everything felt distant and muted, like I was watching the world through water.

Slowly, darkness claimed me.

When I opened my eyes again, I was somewhere else. It was dark, but not in a way that blinded me. I could see perfectly fine, the shadows parting just enough to reveal the figures standing before me.

Two… beings.

They were massive and towering. One had the head of an ox atop a man’s body. The other bore the head of a horse, equally imposing in stature. Something stirred in my memory. Old Earth memories occurred to me, referring to a certain piece of mythology.

“Ox-Head…? Horse-Face?” I asked.

“Yes, that’s us,” Ox-Head replied casually. “Welcome back to the Underworld.”

Horse-Face tilted his head, studying me with a hint of curiosity. “What do you want this time?” he asked. “Finally ready to go?”

I blinked.

“Wait… I’ve been here before already?”

Ox-Head nodded. “Indeed.”

Right.

I had died before.

That tracked.

Horse-Face snorted, crossing his arms. “You really should reconsider not going back,” he said. “The surface world isn’t kind to people like you. Misery, struggle, endless trouble? It’s practically guaranteed. Down here? Stable job, decent benefits, no one trying to kill you every other day.”

He leaned in slightly, lowering his voice as if sharing a secret. “We could even get you a position. Good hours. Reliable structure. Better than whatever chaos you keep throwing yourself into.”

Then his expression soured.

“Unlike a certain cat who never followed through on his promises,” he grumbled. “Left us stuck doing the same job for who knows how long. No transfers, no promotions… just the same routine, over and over again…”

He kept going.

I stopped listening.

“I’d love to talk more, guys,” I said, already gripping my staff, “but I’m busy. Maybe some other time.”

Ox-Head chuckled softly. “You won’t even remember this conversation,” he said. “But thank you for trying.”

Fair enough.

I lifted my staff and brought it down with a firm thump.

“Rebirth World.”

Power surged.

A familiar, heavy cooldown settled somewhere deep within me, a silent reminder that this wasn’t something I could rely on consecutively.

Ox-Head gave me a look that was almost… sympathetic.

“Good luck,” he said. “You’ll need it.”

The resurrection spell, Rebirth World, dragged me back from the void with all the subtlety of a storm tearing open the sky. The earth rejected me in a violent cough, soil splitting as I was spat back into the world of the living. My lungs seized, then filled, and I forced myself upright, dirt sliding off my skin in clumps. Strangely, there was no panic, no lingering terror. Only a deep, unnatural calm that settled into my bones like still water.

That calm felt wrong.

Clarity followed soon after, sharp and unwelcome. The storm of rage I remembered, the reckless fury, the suffocating grief? It hadn’t been entirely mine. My jaw tightened as the realization settled in. Zhen Rang. That bastard had tampered with my mind with some form of spell, dragging out the ugliest parts of me and feeding them until they consumed everything else. It wasn’t just a fight. It had been manipulation.

I scanned the area, senses stretching outward, but neither Zhen Ai nor Zhen Rang remained. The forest whispered in uneasy tones, as if recovering from a nightmare it couldn’t fully remember.

A flutter of wings broke the silence.

Willow descended from above, her pale feathers catching the light as she landed lightly on my shoulder. Behind her came a group of cultivators, their auras steady and disciplined, each of them at Core Formation. At their front stood Li Qing, her presence calm yet undeniable, the pressure of a Nascent Soul cultivator settling over the clearing like a quiet command.

Her gaze swept across the destruction before settling on me. “What happened here?” she asked, her tone steady but edged with concern. “Our alarms were triggered as well; however, it seems we were too late.”

I exhaled slowly, grounding myself before answering. “Someone trespassed into my domain,” I said, my voice low and controlled. “He took my guest and left this behind.” I gestured vaguely to the ruined surroundings. “Don’t bother pursuing him. The enemy is too strong.”

Li Qing’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn’t argue out of pride. Instead, she stepped closer, her sleeves shifting as she folded her arms. “I see,” she said calmly. “But that doesn’t mean you should dismiss our help so easily.”

Before I could respond, she produced several talismans from her sleeve, their inscriptions glowing faintly with contained power. With practiced ease, she burned them one by one, the ashes dissolving into thin streams of light that twisted through the air like searching serpents.

“I can help you track them down,” she said.

The strands of light converged into a single talisman, its surface pulsing faintly as if alive. Li Qing stepped forward and placed it in my hand. “Follow where it pulls you,” she instructed. “It will lead you to them.”

I studied the talisman for a moment before closing my fingers around it. “Thank you,” I said simply.

There was nothing more to say.

“It’s time for a hunt,” I muttered.

“Wild Shape: Tiger.”

Power surged through me, bones shifting, muscles expanding, the world shrinking as my senses sharpened into something primal and precise. My body twisted and grew, fur bursting forth as I became something vast and terrible. The forest seemed smaller beneath me now, every scent vivid, every sound a thread I could follow.

I lowered my head and gently bit onto the talisman, careful not to damage it. It pulsed faintly between my teeth, tugging at me, guiding me forward. The hunter instinct of a tiger settled deep within my chest, something ancient and absolute.

I pawed at the ground, claws digging deep, a low growl rumbling from my throat. “I’ll be back soon,” I said, my voice distorted but still intelligible. I glanced at Willow. “Calm the forest. Let them know everything will be fine again.”

Willow’s golden eyes gleamed with quiet confidence. “Leave it to me,” she replied.

That was enough.

I stepped forward and activated Nature’s Stride, the world folding around me as I vanished from the forest and reappeared far beyond its borders. The transition was seamless, like stepping through an unseen doorway, and I wasted no time continuing the chase.

The sky darkened slightly as crows began to gather above me, their presence forming a shifting canopy of black wings. They circled, watched, followed. They could feel my intent, my fury, and my purpose.

One crow broke from the flock, descending low until it flew just ahead of me. Its eyes gleamed with a knowing intelligence that set it apart from the rest.

“We are at your disposal,” the crow spoke, its voice old and steady, echoing with something far beyond a mere beast. “We will help you track the trespasser.”

I huffed in acknowledgment, not slowing for a moment.

Hours blurred together as I ran, the world reduced to motion and instinct. The talisman pulled, the crows guided, and I followed without hesitation. Trees blurred past, terrain shifted beneath my paws, but nothing broke my stride.

That dragon thought he could just walk into my domain, tear everything apart, and take what he wanted.

I would rip his throat out.

Maybe it was a family matter. Maybe it wasn’t my place to interfere.

I didn’t care.

That was my guest. My domain. My balance.

Hurting your own sister like that? It wasn’t natural. Maybe it was arrogant of me to decide what was and wasn’t natural, but I had already made my choice.

When I said I was the balance, I meant it.

And I was going to enforce it.

…

..

.

[POV: Zhen Rang]

Zhen Rang cut through the sky like a streak of cold light, his robes fluttering behind him as the wind howled in protest of his speed. In his grasp, Zhen Ai hung limply, cradled in his arm like nothing more than a discarded object. Her presence barely registered in his mind anymore; she was a means to an end, nothing more.

He had already put significant distance between himself and that forest.

Or so he thought.

A faint disturbance brushed against his senses, subtle enough that most cultivators would have ignored it. Zhen Rang did not. His gaze shifted slightly as he noticed the crows, scattered at first, then gathering in quiet numbers.

His expression darkened.

“Spirit of the World Tree,” a voice called out softly, yet it seemed to resonate from every direction at once, filling the sky with its quiet authority.

Zhen Rang’s eyes sharpened.

The world changed.

A massive tree manifested within the heavens, its trunk so vast it seemed to pierce through reality itself, connecting sky and earth in a single, impossible pillar. Its presence pressed down on everything, ancient and unyielding, as though the very world had chosen to intervene.

Then came the whisper.

“You shouldn’t have wrecked my place.”

Zhen Rang turned instantly, his movements precise and controlled, but there was nothing behind him. Uncertainty flickered in his eyes.

Without warning, the weight in his arm vanished, and Zhen Ai disappeared.

Zhen Rang froze mid-flight, disbelief flashing across his features as his gaze snapped downward, then around, searching for any trace of her. There was nothing. Not even a ripple of spatial distortion.

“Impossible.”

A presence appeared ahead of him.

Not with a flash, nor with any grand display, but simply… there.

Floating at a short distance before him was a figure that defied immediate comprehension. A crown of living twigs rested upon his head, delicate yet alive, as if it had grown there naturally. His skin was flawless, pale like carved ivory, untouched by imperfection. A cascade of silver hair flowed down his back, shifting gently despite the absence of wind.

Behind him, ethereal wings shimmered, resembling those of a butterfly, yet far more intricate, their faint glow distorting the air around them.

Zhen Rang’s instincts screamed, but his expression remained composed, his voice steady despite the unease creeping into his chest.

“What are you?” he demanded, staring at Zhen Ai in the creature’s arms.

“I am Nevle Drol Diurdhcra,” the being said, its voice soft, almost playful.

A faint smile followed.

“But… you can call me Wally.”

…

..

.

Zhen Rang’s gaze sharpened the moment he saw me, recognition flickering across his otherwise cold expression. “You are that pointy-eared cultivator,” he remarked, his voice laced with quiet disdain. “Hah~! This is rich! How are you... alive?”

“I can only spare you seven minutes,” I told him flatly.

Seven minutes. That was all I had managed to claw my way up to after relentless training, trial, and more failures than I cared to count. Seven minutes of this state under the Spirit of the World Tree. Seven minutes of overwhelming control.

It would be enough.

Behind him, Zhen Ai trembled in his grasp, her hands clutching her stomach as her face twisted in raw anguish. “My baby… my baby…” she cried, her voice breaking, desperate and hollow in a way that lingered in the air. “Oh, where’s my baby…”

I exhaled softly, the edge in me dulling just a fraction. “Sleep,” I said.

Slumber Pollen drifted from my fingertips, golden motes catching the light as they settled around her. Her cries weakened, then faded entirely as her body went slack. I let her go.

The sky darkened as a murder of crows surged upward, gathering beneath her like a living tide. Wings overlapped, bodies pressed together, forming a shifting cradle that caught her gently before spiraling away into the distance.

Zhen Rang’s eyes flashed, and he vanished.

I moved before the distortion even finished forming, before the fleeing cradle of crows that carried Zhen Ai.

Nature’s Stride folded the world around me, and I appeared behind him, my hand already clamped around his skull. Bone met pressure, and I crushed down without hesitation.

His head dissolved into mist.

It was an illusion.

“Get out of my way.”

His voice came from above. I looked up just in time to see his leg descending, wrapped in blazing, furious qi. The air screamed as the strike came down toward my head.

I stepped through the world again.

Nature’s Stride carried me just above him, and I answered in kind, my heel slamming into the side of his head. The impact thundered through the air. He raised a barrier at the last moment, layers of qi hardening into a shield, but it wasn’t enough to fully negate the force.

He was sent flying.

I didn’t let up.

Under the Spirit of the World Tree, everything felt… different. Nature’s Stride only worked through living bodies of nature, like plant life. However, under the Spirit of the World Tree, every druid abilities and spells would be elevated to the next level. Instead of limiting me to just vines, trees, and various undergrowth, I could now move through nature freely.

This elevation was also true for the rest of my spells and abilities.

I raised my hand.

“Sunlight Orb.”

A concentrated beam of solar energy erupted forward, tearing through the air with searing intensity as it locked onto Zhen Rang’s trajectory.

He reacted instantly, a barrier of water qi forming before him. The beam struck, hissing violently as water met solar fire. Steam exploded outward, and the attack fractured, scattering into countless motes of fading light.

I didn’t stop.

“Sunlight Orb.”

Every mote and fragment of the initial Sunlight Orb ignited again.

Dozens of condensed spheres formed from the remnants, each one curving mid-flight, twisting through impossible angles as they converged on him from every direction. The sky lit up with streaks of gold, unpredictable and relentless.

A spatial ripple flickered.

I moved before he could even complete it.

Nature’s Stride placed me directly in front of where he would appear, my body already coiled, my fist drawn back. The energy gathered, focused with technique. The same punch Roo had drilled into me over and over again, except with the addition of a spell’s flair.

I drove it forward.

“Sunlight Orb.”

The orb condensed around my fist, and the moment it connected, the impact detonated. His body snapped backward, sent hurtling through the air like a broken comet.

I was already there.

Another stride. Another step through the world with Nature’s Stride.

I appeared beside him, my arm swinging again. “Sunlight Orb,” I called, letting the energy flare visibly, deliberately.

He reacted exactly as I expected.

Panic flickered in his movements. He vanished, teleporting downward, escaping the incoming strike.

My fist cut through empty air. However, the reality was that it was just a bluff. I followed through anyway, letting the motion complete naturally as I landed.

“Entanglement,” I murmured under my breath.

The real attack had already begun. Roots exploded from beneath Zhen Rang the moment his feet touched the ground, thick and violent, coiling around his limbs and torso.

Flowers bloomed along the vines in the same instant.

“Slumber Pollen.”

Golden pollen burst outward in a dense cloud.

Zhen Rang coughed sharply, his movements stuttering as the pollen invaded his senses. For a brief moment, I saw the hesitation and the slowing of thought.

Then it shattered.

With a violent surge of power, he tore free, his form distorting as black scales erupted across his body. Flesh twisted, expanded, and reformed as he ascended, transforming into a massive black dragon that coiled through the sky.

He was enormous and far larger than Zhen Ai had ever been in her dragon shape.

His voice thundered from above, reverberating through the heavens themselves. “Dao Domain: Nine Suns Phantasm.”

The sky ignited.

Nine blazing suns manifested overhead, each one radiating unbearable heat. The air warped and bent under their presence, the ground below beginning to scorch and crack as the sheer intensity pressed down on everything.

I stared up at it, unimpressed.

“How about no?” I muttered.

I raised my hand.

For a moment, I hesitated. This ability hadn’t been made for this world. It wasn’t supposed to work here, not in a place governed by qi instead of mana. It was my strongest dispelling ability, one that could end most fights for me with the right timing. Past experimentation and enough practice had already given me my answer and the confidence that it would work. In fights that required finer accuracy and timing, I had little opportunity to use this power.

“Natural Order.”

The world… corrected itself.

The nine suns flickered once, their overwhelming presence unraveling like threads being pulled apart. One by one, they vanished, leaving behind nothing but empty sky and fading heat.

Silence followed.

Even in his dragon form, I felt the sharp drop in Zhen Rang’s qi thanks to the strain from having his domain forcibly dismantled. That attack had cost him dearly.

I exhaled slowly, the corners of my lips curling upward just slightly.

“This is my victory,” I declared.

            

    
        036 State of Selflessness

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Zhen Ai]

Zhen Ai opened her eyes to the whisper of wind brushing against her skin, her naked form pressed gently against the cool, living grass. For a fleeting moment, she clung to the fragile hope that it had all been nothing more than a nightmare, a cruel illusion conjured by fate to torment her restless mind. Her trembling hands moved instinctively to her belly, her spiritual sense diving inward in desperate search of the life she had once nurtured.

There was nothing.

The emptiness answered her.

Her breath hitched as the truth settled like a blade in her chest. Tears streamed freely down her cheeks, unrestrained and unending. What once existed, proved that she had loved, that she had been loved? It was all gone. Erased. Taken from her. And now, she was left behind, alone in a world that had already cast her aside once before.

A chorus of cawing broke through her grief.

Zhen Ai slowly lifted her gaze, her vision blurred by tears, and found herself surrounded by crows. Dozens of them stood upon the branches, upon the ground, their dark eyes fixed upon her as they cawed incessantly. Yet there was no hostility in their presence. They circled her like sentinels, like guardians drawn to her sorrow.

Her attention shifted, drawn by something far greater.

On the distant horizon, a colossal tree pierced the heavens, its roots buried deep within the earth while its crown stretched beyond the clouds. It stood as though it connected heaven and earth itself, an existence that defied mortal comprehension. Its presence radiated an ancient authority, a force that silenced the world around it.

And beneath that divine pillar, something writhed.

Zhen Rang.

Her brother’s enormous dragon form thrashed violently upon the ground, his scales scorched and torn as if the heavens themselves had turned against him. Small suns manifested in the air, descending like divine punishment, exploding against his body in bursts of searing light. From below, enormous roots and thorny vines erupted from the earth, binding him, piercing him, and dragging him back each time he struggled to rise.

The sight was both terrifying and mesmerizing.

“YOU DARE—AAARGH! THIS IS INJUSTICE! I AM OF THE SEA DRAGON PALACE! HEAVENS, HAVE YOU GONE MAD?!” Zhen Rang’s voice thundered across the sky, his cries shaking the very firmament as pain and fury twisted together in his wails.

Yet the one responsible for this punishment remained unmoved.

Suspended in the air above the battlefield was a being Zhen Ai had only ever heard of in whispered stories from her mother. A Fairy King. A sovereign of the ancient forests. A ruler not by crown, but by the will of nature itself.

Through her spiritual sense, she recognized him.

Wo Li.

But this was no longer the man she had known.

Twigs formed a crown upon his head, as though the forest itself had crowned him king. Butterfly-like wings shimmered behind him, radiant and ethereal. His skin was pale like carved ivory, and a flowing white mane trailed behind him like moonlight given form. He hovered in the sky, his gaze cold and imperious as he looked down upon the dragon writhing beneath him.

Zhen Rang, who once stood above her, who once judged her, who once destroyed everything she held dear, now struggled like a worm pinned beneath the weight of heaven and earth.

Something inside her snapped.

A manic laugh tore from her lips, sharp and unrestrained as she rose to her feet, her grief twisting into something far more volatile.

“Yes! Yes, that’s it! Punish him! Tear him apart!” she screamed, her voice hoarse yet filled with exhilaration. “Kill him! Make him suffer! Let him feel every bit of pain he gave me! Don’t let him die easily! Break him! Destroy him completely!”

Her laughter echoed wildly, spiraling into madness as the crows around her cawed in unison, their cries rising to match her frenzy.

“HAHAHAHAHA! Yes! That’s what you deserve, Zhen Rang! That’s what you deserve!”

…

..

.

I hovered in silence as the dragon’s breath tore through the sky, a torrent of destructive force aimed directly at me. It passed harmlessly by, missing its mark entirely before crashing into the Spirit of the World Tree behind me.

The impact was immense.

And utterly meaningless.

The tree remained untouched, its existence beyond the reach of such crude power. I did not so much as glance back. My attention remained fixed on the creature below me, writhing, furious, defiant even in the face of inevitable death.

His gaze burned with hatred as it locked onto mine.

“What business is this of yours?!” the dragon roared, his voice trembling with rage and desperation. “This is a family matter! You have no stake in this! That woman, she must have seduced you! Twisted your mind! You are not thinking clearly!”

I said nothing.

His words carried no weight.

I'm glad it worked in the end. The unfamiliarity of cultivators and their methods had always been a sore point of weakness for me. It was something I would never be able to learn just from reading books or talking to another cultivator. A lack of firsthand experience would have been fatal, however, not as fatal as not being willing to learn. I learned a lot today. This had been a very educational experience on how a Soul Transformation cultivator fights or their stats.

A simple casting of Spirit of the World Tree wouldn't have been enough if the enemy decided to make a run for it, or even if my crowd control spell missed.

Another ripple of energy surged as Zhen Rang attempted to invade my mind, a desperate mental assault aimed at breaking my focus. It shattered upon contact, dispersing like mist before it could even take form. In this state, such attempts were beneath notice.

He grew more frantic.

Flames erupted, torrents of water surged, illusions flickered into existence, each more desperate than the last. Yet none of it mattered. The roots answered my will. The thorned vines tightened their grasp. The miniature suns I had conjured continued their relentless descent, hammering into him again and again without pause.

It was time.

I raised my hand slightly, my will extending into the earth below.

An Ironwood Spike erupted from beneath his tail, piercing through flesh and scale alike.

“I have no mercy for villains,” I said calmly, my voice carrying across the battlefield. “For spawns of chaos who upset the balance for their sickening greed, their malicious intent, and the evil they disguise as righteousness.”

I gestured again.

Another spike surged upward.

“AAARGH! FOOL! YOU ARE MAKING A GRAVE MISTAKE!” the dragon howled, his body convulsing as the agony intensified.

I did not stop.

Another gesture. Another spike.

Then another.

Each one rose higher than the last, driving its way through his massive form in a slow, deliberate ascent until the spikes reached his head.

“That was for my treehouse,” I said, my tone unchanged. “For the guest house. And for Guo Yimu.”

Two more spikes followed in quick succession, tearing through him as his screams grew increasingly ragged.

“That was for hurting Zhen Ai,” I continued. “And for trying to take her against her will.”

I raised my hand once more.

Another spike.

“This one,” I said, glancing down at him without emotion, “is because I felt like it.”

The dragon’s eyes widened as desperation overtook fury.

“The Sea Dragon Palace will not—”

“I do not care.”

My hand moved again. The final Ironwood Spike erupted upward, driving straight through his skull. The world finally fell silent. Only the rustling of leaves remained.

“Finally, peace.”

I reappeared before Zhen Ai as the Spirit of the World Tree unraveled behind me, its towering presence dissolving into drifting motes of light. My Wild Shape faded with it, the borrowed majesty of the Fairy King slipping away as I returned to my true form with silver hair falling over my shoulders, pointed ears exposed to the cool air, and my staff once more resting firmly in my grasp.

The strength left me in waves.

I leaned on the staff just enough to steady myself, masking the tremor that threatened to betray my exhaustion. Whatever I had done just now had drained me far deeper than I cared to admit. Still, I could not let her see that. Not now.

Zhen Ai stood before me, and the sight of her struck harder than any tribulation.

Blood trailed down her legs, staining the grass beneath her. Her skin, once vibrant, was marred with bruises and wounds, each one a silent testament to what she had endured. But it was her eyes that unsettled me most. They were hollow and empty in a way that no physical injury could explain. It was as if something essential had been carved out of her very being.

She looked at me, her lips trembling.

“I must go now,” she whispered, her voice fragile, almost breaking. “My family is waiting for me… on the other side.”

Before I could respond, her hand rose. Water Qi gathered along her fingers, condensing into a sharp, shimmering edge as she drove it toward her chest.

I moved without thinking.

My hand shot forward and caught her wrist.

“Zhen Ai,” I said, my voice low but firm, “at least let me try.”

Her gaze wavered, confusion flickering across her face. “Try… what?” she asked hollowly. “My life is meaningless now. There is no hope for me.”

I shook my head.

“I refuse to believe that.”

The words came from somewhere deeper than thought. I had already placed the balance upon my own hands, and I had chosen. Whatever consequences followed, they were mine to bear. Helping her was right. I firmly believed that.

I let my qi flow.

“Lifepulse.”

A gentle wave of vitality spread from me, washing over her body. The bruises faded, the torn flesh mended, the blood slowed and ceased. Life returned to her skin, faint but undeniable. I lowered myself to one knee, ignoring the protest of my body, and placed my hand gently upon her abdomen.

I reached inward with my spiritual sense.

There was nothing.

But I refused to accept that. I held onto the idea of it. The shape of a life, the echo of what once was. I clung to it with everything I had, as if sheer will alone could bridge the gap between absence and existence.

I did not know gods.

I did not understand faith.

But I knew this.

She did not deserve this end.

“Revive Life.”

My words were only met with silence, yet I tried again.

“Revive Life.”

Something stirred.

Zhen Ai’s body trembled violently as her eyes widened. Tears spilled freely once more, but they were no longer empty. “I… I can feel it…” she choked, her voice breaking as disbelief flooded her expression. “It’s there… it’s alive… Ah! Ah!”

Her hands clutched her abdomen as laughter bubbled through her tears, raw and unrestrained.

“My baby… my baby is alive again!”

She laughed and cried all at once, her entire being shaking as hope, fragile yet radiant, returned to her. Slowly, she looked at me. Her gaze faltered, filled with worry. Through the reflection in her eyes, I saw myself. An old man stared back at me. Wrinkled skin. Sunken features. The vitality that once filled me had been stripped away, leaving behind something frail and withered.

So that was the cost.

I placed a hand on her shoulder, steadying both her and myself.

“Live well,” I said quietly.

There was nothing more to add.

I stood, my legs trembling beneath me, and turned away. Each step felt heavier than the last, my body no longer responding as it once did. My hands had grown thin and brittle, like dried branches. Even holding my staff felt like a burden.

Above me, the sky began to change.

The clouds churned violently, darkening as if stirred by unseen fury. The air grew heavy, charged with something oppressive that pressed down on me from all directions. I could feel the judgment and the inevitability of what was coming.

Heaven had taken notice.

I tried to call upon my power, instinctively reaching for Wild Shape, but nothing answered. My druidic abilities remained silent, unresponsive, as though they had been stripped away along with the vitality I had lost.

A faint smile formed on my lips.

“I did the right thing,” I murmured.

I lifted my arms, spreading them wide as I faced the sky, as if welcoming whatever it intended to throw at me. “Give me your best shot.”

The heavens responded.

Rain poured down in sudden torrents, drenching me instantly as thunder roared above. Lightning coiled within the clouds, gathering, building, until it could no longer be contained.

Then it descended.

The first strike hit like a force beyond comprehension, searing through my body with unbearable intensity. Pain exploded within me, far greater than anything I had endured before. It wasn’t just physical. It felt as though my very existence was being torn apart, unraveled, and judged in the same instant.

I gasped, my body trembling as I struggled to remain standing.

Ah… it hurts.

Another bolt followed, then another, each one worse than the last. My vision blurred, my senses drowned beneath the overwhelming surge of agony that refused to let up.

And yet…

I smiled.

Because this pain, this unbearable, all-consuming pain? It proved something.

I was alive.

This wasn’t a dream. Not an illusion, not some fleeting hallucination conjured by a broken mind. This was real. I had lived, I had acted, and now I was facing the consequence of that choice.

Ah… yes.

I lived.

If there truly was an afterlife waiting beyond this, then I didn’t want to be asked how I died.

I wanted to be asked how I lived.

Lightning cracked across my tongue as I tasted it, my throat dry and burning as I forced the words out, each one carved from what little strength I had left.

“Balance… is not in taking,” I rasped, my voice breaking against the storm. “It is in giving… even when it costs you everything.”

            

    
        037 Willow Tree

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Zhen Ai]

That day, Wo Li died.

The heavens did not hesitate, nor did they show mercy. The Heavenly Tribulation descended like an unrelenting verdict, bolts of divine lightning tearing through the sky as if the firmament itself had been split open. Each strike carried the weight of judgment, each roar an echo of cosmic displeasure. It poured into him with merciless abandon, devouring flesh, bone, and spirit alike, leaving nothing untouched by its wrath.

Wo Li did not resist.

There was no defiance in him, no futile struggle against the inevitable. As the lightning consumed him, he simply endured, his consciousness flickering like a candle in a storm. It hurt far beyond what words could capture, but even as agony claimed him, a quiet acceptance settled deep within his being.

It was fine, he thought.

After all, he had helped a good person. He had acted in accordance with his heart, with the fragile, ever-shifting balance he sought to preserve. That alone was enough. That alone gave meaning to his end. This was his Path as a Druid to nurture, to give, and, when required, to return everything back to the cycle.

Zhen Ai stood at a distance, her body trembling as she watched.

Awe and fear warred within her eyes, neither yielding ground to the other. The sheer might of the heavens left her breathless, yet it was Wo Li’s quiet acceptance that unsettled her the most. He did not scream. He did not curse. He simply… remained.

And then, he was gone.

When the storm finally ceased, when the heavens withdrew their fury as abruptly as they had unleashed it, nothing remained of the man who had once stood there. There were neither body nor bones left, only a scattered mound of ash, still faintly warm, whispering of a life that had just been erased.

The world grew still.

Even the wind seemed hesitant, as if unwilling to disturb what remained.

Then, from that ash, something stirred.

A fragile sprout pushed its way upward, trembling as it broke free from the gray remains. It was small, insignificant even, but it carried within it a stubborn vitality that refused to be denied. Before Zhen Ai’s disbelieving eyes, it grew.

Slowly at first, then with gathering momentum.

Roots dug deep into the scorched earth, anchoring themselves with quiet determination. A slender trunk rose, pale and thin, bending ever so slightly as though burdened by an invisible weight. Branches stretched outward, delicate and sparse, adorned with narrow leaves that quivered at the slightest touch of wind.

It became a willow tree.

Yet it was not a majestic one. Its form was frail, its presence subdued, as though a single harsh gust could strip it bare and end its existence. It stood there, fragile and alone, a silent testament to what had been lost and what had, somehow, endured.

The crows gathered soon after.

They perched upon its thin branches, their dark forms stark against the pale bark. One by one, they began to caw, their voices rough and mournful, echoing through the quiet landscape like a funeral dirge.

Whether they mourned the man or welcomed the tree, none could say.

….

..

.

A naked woman stared at me with tear-stricken eyes.

She knelt on the ground, one hand clutching her belly as if trying to hold something together that had already been lost. Her shoulders trembled, her breaths uneven, and yet her gaze never wavered from me.

I had no idea how I could perceive her.

I was a tree.

A very cool tree, if I did say so myself.

I stretched my branches outward and let my leaves sway gently with the wind. There was something oddly satisfying about it, like moving without actually moving. Effortless. Natural. Elegant.

Yeah. Definitely a cool tree.

…Wait.

Why was the naked woman still here?

She kept staring at me, her eyes filled with something complicated. Gratitude? Sorrow? Longing? All of the above? It was honestly making things awkward. I mean, I didn’t even know her. At least, I didn’t think I did. Also, and more importantly…

Why wasn’t she wearing clothes?

“Thank you,” she said, her voice hoarse as she bowed deeply.

Then she kowtowed.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

I froze.

Not that I could move anyway, but still, the intention was there. Do I even know you? I wanted to ask. Was I supposed to respond? Was there some kind of tree etiquette I was unaware of?

In the end, I did the only thing I could.

I stayed still.

It wasn’t like I had a choice. Trees weren’t exactly known for their conversational skills or mobility. So I remained there, silent and unmoving, the very picture of what I imagined a dignified tree should look like.

A cool, dignified tree.

Eventually, she left.

And I wasn’t going to lie, her presence had been making me uncomfortable. There was just something about being stared at by a crying, naked person that didn’t sit right with me. Also, seriously, weren’t humans supposed to wear clothes?

…Wait.

How did I know that?

I paused, or at least I tried to.

That thought felt strange, like a memory brushing against the edges of my mind without fully revealing itself. But before I could dwell on it, I reassured myself of something far more important.

At least I wasn’t naked.

My bark had me covered. Stylish, natural, and honestly, pretty impressive. It was like wearing armor and clothing at the same time. Trees had it good.

Suddenly, it began to rain. Soft at first, then steady. Droplets fell against my leaves, slid down my branches, and seeped into the earth around my roots. A cool, refreshing sensation spread through me, and I couldn’t help but feel… relieved.

Ah. Nice.

I was thirsty.

“Gulp… gulp… gulp…”

Of course, that was only happening in my head, but still, it felt accurate. I imagined myself greedily drinking it all in, like someone who had just run a marathon in the middle of summer.

Time passed.

The day faded into night, and the sky transformed into a vast canvas of stars. I gazed upward and found myself appreciating the view. Not bad. Not bad at all. Though “gazing” felt different now, more like sensing, I appreciated this. This weird tree perception thing? I could get used to it.

Slowly, I felt something just beyond me.

A presence, slithering closer.

I focused, and soon enough, I saw a massive black snake making its way toward me. Its body was thick, its movements slow and deliberate. If I had to describe it honestly…

Was it just me, or was it kind of fat?

“It seems the circle has indeed taken you back,” the snake said, its voice low and almost contemplative. “Hopefully, in the next cycle, you won’t have it worse.”

Whoa.

The snake could talk.

I immediately tried to respond. “Hey! Yeah, I can hear you! Also, what do you mean by that? And what circle? And—”

Nothing. No sound came out. Right. Tree.

The snake continued, completely unaware of my internal panic. “I was conflicted about what to do with your friend. In the end, I decided to bring him here instead.”

Friend?

Before I could process that, the snake opened its mouth.

And then it started regurgitating something.

I watched in horrified fascination as a human body slowly emerged, covered in slime and partially digested remains. It was, without question, one of the most disgusting things I had ever witnessed.

Yuck.

Wait.

Hold on.

Maybe… maybe this was a good thing?

Trees needed nutrients, right?

When the snake finally finished, it pulled back, leaving behind the body of a bald man. His skin was scorched and uneven, riddled with burns and boils that made him look like he had barely survived something catastrophic.

“This is as far as I will go,” the snake said calmly. “I’ll leave it here.”

And just like that, it turned and left.

A part of me was concerned. Another part of me was still stuck on something far more important. So… was this fertilizer, or was I supposed to do something about this baldy here? I stared at the bald man lying near my roots and wondered what, exactly, I was supposed to do with him.

I mean, I was a tree.

There were limits to what I could realistically contribute to this situation.

The crows, however, had no such limitations. They gathered quickly, black feathers rustling as they descended upon the body like a council convening for something deeply questionable. They perched on branches, on the ground, even on the poor guy himself, tilting their heads as if evaluating quality.

Then they started talking.

“We’ve been on guard duty for hours,” one crow cawed, its tone dripping with annoyance. “A little snack wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“Snack?” another snapped back. “Are you blind? The snake clearly left this for the Master of the Forest. You want to steal from him?”

“Master, shm-aster. I don’t see anyone here except a skinny tree and a corpse.”

“That ‘skinny tree’ is probably him, you idiot!”

“That makes no sense. Since when do masters turn into trees?”

“Since always, probably. Cultivators are weird.”

Their argument escalated quickly, voices overlapping, wings flaring, beaks snapping in agitation.

“I’m telling you, we should just take a small bite!”

“And I’m telling you that’s how you get cursed for ten lifetimes!”

“It’s just one eye!”

“YOU ARE NOT EATING THE EYES!”

I listened, increasingly baffled.

Master of the Forest? Who were they talking about? There was just a clearing, a corpse, a bunch of loud crows… and me. A very cool tree, yes, but still just a tree. “Oi! Fuck off!” I tried to shout at them. “Leave the poor guy alone! He’s been through enough!”

Silence.

Well, not actual silence. The crows were still arguing like their lives depended on it. But none of them reacted to me.

Right.

Tree.

Despite that, I couldn’t help but feel a strange familiarity with the bald man. I didn’t know why. It wasn’t like I had memories, at least not clear ones, but something about him felt… close. Enough that the thought of these feathery hooligans pecking him apart didn’t sit right with me.

I focused on the body and thought, somewhat desperately, “Wouldn’t it be nice if he just… wasn’t dead?”

The ground answered.

Without warning, the soil beneath the bald man shifted and swallowed him whole.

The crows froze.

“What—what just happened?” one of them shrieked, hopping backward in alarm.

“Did the ground just eat him?!”

“Is this the Master’s doing?! I knew it! I told you not to touch the body!”

Before their panic could settle, the earth stirred again. The ground split open and spat the man back out. He landed with a dull thud, but something was different. The burns were gone. The boils had vanished. His skin, once ravaged and broken, was now whole and unmarked, as if he had never been injured at all.

“I call dibs on the eyes—” one crow began greedily.

The bald man’s eyes snapped open.

“AAAHHH!” the crow screamed, flapping backward in sheer terror.

The others scattered, cawing in alarm as the man jerked upright, his breathing ragged, his gaze darting wildly from one crow to another.

“W-Where am I?” he stammered, voice trembling. “Why am I here? Who… who am I?”

He looked down at his hands as if they belonged to someone else, his confusion deepening into panic.

“I don’t… I don’t remember anything…”

Then, as if the weight of that realization crushed him all at once, he let out a broken cry and stumbled to his feet.

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” he shouted, turning and running blindly into the distance.

The crows hovered in the air, watching him go.

“Hey! Come back!” one of them called, as if expecting a response.

Of course, he didn’t hear them. I watched him disappear and felt… amused. Well, that worked out nicely. He was alive again, and he got away without becoming crow food. Good for him.

…Wait.

Why were dark clouds gathering above me?

They rolled in silently, swallowing the moonlight, thick and oppressive. The air grew heavy, charged with something ominous, and faint sparks of lightning flickered within the clouds like restless serpents.

“It’s a Heavenly Tribulation!” a crow shrieked in pure panic. “RUN!”

What even was a Heavenly Tribulation?

“Wait, wait—why are you all flying away?” I tried to call out.

The answer came in the form of thunder.

A bolt of lightning crashed down from the heavens and struck me directly.

Pain exploded through my entire being.

“AAAAAAAHHH—WHAT THE HELL?!” I screamed internally, my thoughts erupting into a string of frantic curses. “WHAT DID I EVEN DO TO YOU?! LEAVE ME ALONE, DAMN IT!”

Another bolt followed.

And another.

Each strike felt like I was being torn apart, reduced to splinters and ash all over again. The agony was indescribable, a relentless assault that left no part of me untouched. Just as suddenly as it began, it stopped. The clouds dispersed. The night returned to its quiet stillness. I took a moment to… exist. Then I assessed the damage.

“…Huh.”

I think I just lost a few more leaves.

That was it?

I mean, it hurt like hell, but in terms of actual damage… I still had my trunk. My branches were mostly intact.

Still, if this kept up, I might end up bald like that guy earlier.

That would be tragic.

Days passed.

Then nights.

Then more days.

I lost track of time somewhere along the way. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do than stand here and photosynthesize. Counting days felt unnecessary when your entire existence revolved around just… being.

Eventually, though, something changed.

I sensed movement again.

New visitors.

Three figures approached the clearing. There was a young woman, an old woman, and an owl perched comfortably nearby, guiding them along.

“I’m telling you, this is the place,” the owl said, her voice calm and certain. “Zhen Ai told me herself. This is where the Master of the Forest perished.”

The young woman frowned slightly. “It doesn’t look like much, Willow.”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” the old woman replied, her tone measured.

“Grandmother, I’m not blind,” the younger one muttered. “I just expected something… grander.”

“Li Ming, someone died here,” the old woman said dryly, “so I expected you to complain less.”

“I don’t mean that, it’s just I can’t see Senior Wo Li perishing…”

The owl let out a soft hoot. “Focus, Li Ming, Li Qing. We’re close.”

I listened quietly, piecing things together. Li Ming. Li Qing. And the owl… Willow. Master of the Forest. Perished. The words individually made sense, but strung together? I’m having a hard time making sense of them.

…Wait.

They weren’t talking about me, were they?

            

    
        038 Peace & Love

    
    
    
    
                The two women stopped a few paces before me, their expressions solemn, almost reverent, as if they were standing before something far greater than a slightly upgraded tree with decent bark. The old woman lifted her hands and cupped her fist in greeting, her movements steady despite her age, while the younger one mirrored her with a sincerity that felt far too heavy for… well, a tree.

“Senior,” the old woman said, her voice calm and respectful, “this old woman, Li Qing, pays her respects.”

Li Ming followed quickly after, bowing her head. “Senior… thank you for taking me in. The years I spent in your home were the happiest I have ever known. I was able to cultivate in peace, to think for myself, and to discover parts of myself I didn’t even know existed. I will never forget that.”

I listened, or rather, absorbed their words in quiet confusion. Taking her in? Years? I had no memory of any of that. As far as I knew, I had been busy being struck by lightning and figuring out how to be a tree without embarrassing myself.

Li Qing spoke again, her tone softer now. “You also saved my village, and for that, I am eternally grateful. To have known you in this lifetime is a blessing I will carry with me. I will leave the key to the Emerald Verdant Forest with you. From this day forward, only I and Guo Yupin will know where it should be.”

The young woman bowed again, deeper this time. “Thank you, Senior.”

I had absolutely no idea what they wanted from me. I appreciated the company, sure, but this felt… intense. They were pouring gratitude onto me like I had personally solved all their problems, and I couldn’t even remember meeting them. It was like being thanked for a group project I didn’t know I was part of.

Still, they continued.

“We give our thanks,” Li Qing said, her voice carrying a hint of reverence.

“And we pay our respects,” Li Ming added.

They remained like that for a moment before straightening, exchanging one last glance at me, and then turning away. Without hesitation, they left the clearing, their figures gradually disappearing into the distance, leaving only the owl behind.

The owl hopped forward, her golden eyes sharp as she glanced toward the crows perched around me.

“Good work,” she said, nodding slightly. “You’ve guarded the tree well.”

The crows immediately erupted into laughter.

“Guard duty?” one crow cawed mockingly. “We were just hanging around!”

“Yeah,” another added, tilting its head. “And what’s with your beak? It looks weird.”

“Really weird,” a third chimed in.

The owl’s eyes narrowed.

What followed was less of a response and more of a massacre.

She launched herself forward with terrifying precision, wings cutting through the air as she slammed into the nearest crow, sending it tumbling across the ground. Another tried to escape, only to be snatched mid-flight and thrown into one of my branches. Feathers flew. Caws turned into panicked shrieks. It was brutal, efficient, and oddly satisfying to watch.

Within moments, the crows were reduced to a groaning, defeated heap.

“You should pick your battles wisely, little crows.”

The owl turned back to me as if nothing had happened.

“Thank you,” she said simply. “For everything you’ve done for the forest. We will not forget you. The willow is a symbol of resilience, of rebirth, and of immortality. No matter how many times it is bent or broken, it endures. It adapts. It lives on. In that sense… it suits you.”

I blinked internally. That sounded profound. I had no idea what it meant in my current situation, but it sounded important.

“Thank you for the name you gave me,” she continued. “I will carry it with pride. Speaking of willows, I wish to inform you that I plan to join the Willow Order. It feels… right.”

My memories were a bit fussy, though. She lingered for a moment longer before spreading her wings and taking off, leaving me alone with a pile of battered crows who were slowly recovering their dignity.

I had no clue what she was talking about.

Time passed again, slipping through my awareness without structure or meaning. Days turned into weeks, weeks into months. Probably more. I stopped trying to measure it. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do.

The crows stayed. Despite everything, they never really left, and their antics became a constant source of entertainment. They argued, they mocked each other, they occasionally tried to start fights they couldn’t finish, and somehow, they always ended up back on my branches like nothing had happened.

Animals began to appear more frequently as well. They came from nowhere, wandering into the clearing with a strange purpose, leaving behind small offerings such as fruits, stones, and bits of prey, before quietly departing. I didn’t understand it, but I appreciated the gesture.

Around me, life flourished. Grass spread across the once barren ground, shrubs took root, and other plants began to grow, filling the clearing with quiet vitality. As for me, I changed too. My trunk thickened, my branches grew stronger, and my leaves became fuller, healthier.

I was no longer just a cool tree.

I had become… a hunk tree.

Life was good.

Then one day, a kangaroo showed up.

The moment I sensed it, something twisted inside me. It wasn’t the faint familiarity I had felt with the others. This was different. This was dread.

“HELLO!” the kangaroo shouted, its voice booming with ridiculous confidence. “I AM ROO! THE MOST POWERFUL MARTIAL ARTIST IN THE HEAVENS! PRACTITIONER OF THE WAY OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER!”

Oh no.

No, no, no.

The dread intensified.

“I CHALLENGE YOU!” Roo continued, striking a dramatic pose. “TO A HEART-POUNDING, BLOODY EXCHANGE OF SWEAT AND PASSION!”

I didn’t even get a chance to process that before he leapt at me. The first strike hit my trunk with a solid thud, sending vibrations through my entire being. Bark splintered. Leaves shook loose.

“NO! NOT MY LUSCIOUS LEAVES!” I screamed internally. “PLEASE, HAVE MERCY!”

Roo did not have mercy.

He kept going, hopping around me with absurd agility, his limbs striking again and again as he shaved off bits of bark and sent leaves raining to the ground.

“YES!” he shouted. “THIS SHALL BE MY FIRST VICTORY!”

“You idiot!” one of the crows screeched, diving at him. “Leave the tree alone!”

The rest followed immediately, swarming him in a chaotic flurry of feathers and fury.

“GET HIM!”

“PROTECT THE TREE!”

“STOP HITTING THE TREE!”

“WHO PICKS A FIGHT WITH A TREE?!”

“ARE YOU BRAIN-DEAD?!”

“YOU DON’T EVEN HAVE HANDS!”

“I HAVE HANDS!” Roo protested, flailing wildly as he tried to fend them off. “THEY ARE JUST… DIFFERENT!”

I watched, utterly baffled, as the situation escalated beyond reason. The crows pecked and clawed, forcing Roo to stagger back as he tried to defend himself.

“FOUL PLAY!” Roo shouted, flailing. “THIS IS A ONE-ON-ONE DUEL!”

It didn’t matter.

More animals joined in. A deer charged from the side, knocking him off balance. A boar barreled into him with reckless force. Even smaller creatures joined, nipping and clawing with surprising enthusiasm.

Roo fought back with everything he had.

“I WILL NOT BE DEFEATED!” he bellowed, throwing punches and kicks in every direction. “WITNESS THE TRUE POWER OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER!”

It was completely and utterly ridiculous.

And yet, as I watched the chaotic brawl unfold around me, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this absurd kangaroo might actually be the death of me.

Eventually, the kangaroo left, though not without one last dramatic declaration shouted into the heavens as if the sky itself had been his witness. Peace returned after that, and with it came the slow, steady passage of time. I grew. My trunk thickened, my roots dug deeper, and my branches stretched wider, carrying more leaves than I could have imagined when I was still a scrawny excuse for a tree. Around me, the forest began to take shape, no longer just a lonely clearing but a living, breathing expanse that seemed to grow outward as if drawn by my presence.

Visitors came and went, each leaving behind pieces of a story I couldn’t quite remember but somehow felt connected to. The snake returned from time to time, slithering through the undergrowth with that same calm, knowing gaze.

“The forest is growing,” he would say, coiling lazily near my roots. “It is connecting, weaving itself into something greater. This place… it is becoming a heart.”

I didn’t fully understand what he meant, but I listened anyway. There wasn’t much else for me to do, and his voice carried a certain weight that made it feel important.

The owl came as well, far more often than I expected. She perched on my branches like she owned them, her presence sharp and assured.

“I’ve been recognized,” she said once, her tone carrying a hint of pride. “The Willow Order has acknowledged me as an elder.”

Cool. Good for her. She had my support no matter what.

Sometimes, the kangaroo returned too, dragging along a group of equally loud and equally ridiculous companions.

“THIS,” Roo would declare, pointing dramatically at me, “IS THE OPPONENT I ONCE DEFEATED IN GLORIOUS COMBAT!”

I resisted the urge to correct him, which was not easy, considering I had no way to speak. Dude, I didn’t even remember us fighting. If anything, I remembered you getting absolutely wrecked by birds and whatever else decided to jump in.

Still, I let him have his moment. It clearly meant a lot to him.

The bald man came back as well, though he was far quieter than the rest. He would lean against my trunk, his posture relaxed as he stared up at the sky for long stretches of time. There was a contemplative air about him, as if he were searching for something just out of reach. After a while, he would pull out a broom and start sweeping away the fallen leaves around me with methodical care.

I appreciated that. Maintenance was important.

Other times, Li Ming would visit, her voice carrying a mix of frustration and determination as she spoke.

“I don’t understand why Grandmother insists on this path,” she muttered once, pacing near my roots. “Being a Shén isn’t something I ever asked for.”

I didn’t know what a Shén was, but it sounded like a lot of responsibility. I silently wished her luck.

Even the crows evolved over time. A particularly old one began showing up more frequently, his feathers slightly dull but his presence commanding. He would scold the younger crows relentlessly before settling down to share whatever gossip he had gathered.

“You wouldn’t believe what’s happening beyond the ridge,” he said once, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Absolute chaos.”

I had grown to like them. All of them.

Then one day, she returned.

I recognized her immediately, though it took me a moment to reconcile the image in front of me with the memory I had. The last time I had seen her, she had been naked and desperate. Now, she wore flowing blue robes, her presence calm and radiant. Beside her stood a young boy with sleepy eyes, his small hand held gently in hers.

She smiled as she approached me, her gaze warm.

“This is my son,” she said softly, guiding the boy forward. “Tao Wolong. The life you helped save that fateful day.”

I searched my memories and found nothing, but at this point, that didn’t surprise me anymore.

“And this,” she continued, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder as she introduced me, “is your godfather.”

I felt something stir within me, a strange sense of pride bubbling up despite my confusion.

A godfather.

That sounded… incredibly cool.

Some vague fragment of memory tickled the back of my mind, something about suits, power, maybe a cat sitting ominously on a lap. Should I get a cat? It felt appropriate for the role.

“Pay your respects,” she told the boy gently.

Tao Wolong obeyed, bowing deeply and kowtowing with earnest sincerity. She joined him, their movements forming a small, intimate ceremony that felt both simple and profound.

After they paid their respects, Zhen Ai addressed me.

“Sage Wo Li,” she said, cupping her fist once more, her voice steady and clear, “this humble one, Zhen Ai, humbly offers a dance in your honor, in gratitude for the life you have given and the path you have allowed to continue.”

Unexpectedly, she began to dance.

It was graceful, fluid, each movement carrying a quiet power that stirred the very air around us. The boy tried to mimic her, his smaller frame stumbling through the motions with clumsy enthusiasm that somehow made the moment even more endearing.

At some point, he slowed, his movements faltering as he became mesmerized by her performance. The air shifted, qi gathering and flowing in response to her dance. A soft drizzle began to fall, light and refreshing, and a rainbow stretched faintly across the sky.

As her tempo increased, she shed her human form.

Her robes vanished, her body elongating and twisting as scales replaced skin. In an instant, a dragon soared above me, its form elegant and powerful as it danced through the sky itself.

Zhen Ai.

The name surfaced faintly in my mind, accompanied by a sense of familiarity I couldn’t quite grasp.

She moved with effortless grace, her presence stirring something deep within me, as if responding to a connection I couldn’t remember but still felt. When she returned to the ground, her form shifted back, her clothes reappearing seamlessly from her storage ring as if nothing had happened.

“Mother!” the boy cheered, his eyes shining. “One day, I’ll be able to do that too!”

I silently wished him the best. That seemed like a very ambitious goal.

“We’ve made our home here,” Zhen Ai said, resting a hand against my trunk as the boy leaned against her, his eyes growing heavy. “I hope you don’t mind.”

Not at all. The more, the merrier.

She settled down, holding him close as he drifted off to sleep, his breathing soft and steady.

“The Willow Order has protected me,” she continued quietly. “They’ve gone as far as placing an isolation formation within my skin, ensuring that those who wish me harm cannot find me. So wherever you are… you don’t need to worry.”

Her voice softened further, almost like a lullaby.

“Li Ming has advanced well in her cultivation. Willow has joined the Order, just as she wished. Old Black has taken an interest in art, of all things.” She let out a faint, amused breath. “Guo Yimu is still missing, but… we believe he is alive. That hope alone has brought comfort to many.”

She leaned more fully against me, her presence warm and steady.

“You can rest easy now,” she whispered.

I stood there, silent and unmoving, as I always did.

But for the first time in a long while, I felt… at peace.
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                [POV: Little Crow]

She’s a crow. She’s a girl. And she’s going to evolve.

Of course, that would take time, because the murder had only just begun walking the path of cultivation, a path the old crow had forbidden for generations. For reasons none of them fully understood, he had changed his mind without warning, as though some unseen current in the world had shifted and forced his wing. Crows were naturally clever creatures, far more receptive than most beasts to human-born ideas such as cities, morality, grudges, and even the strange, dangerous concept of cultivation itself.

Depending on bloodline, a beast might awaken to power in its own instinctive way, but crows were different in that they could choose. This freedom was not entirely unique among awakened beasts, yet it was far more common among crows than most, which was why they had long been regarded as thinkers rather than mere survivors. Not all of them lived up to that reputation, however, and Little Crow was reminded of that fact every time she listened to them talk.

“He just doesn’t want to share,” one crow cawed indignantly as they flew. “Humans must be some rare delicacy, and the old crow is hoarding it all for himself.”

“That’s stupid,” another, a younger crow, shot back. “I heard humans taste weird. Too salty. Or bitter. Or both.”

“No, no, you’re both wrong,” a third interjected with absolute confidence. “It’s a conspiracy. Humans are probably in on it. Maybe they’ve been poisoning themselves on purpose just so we can’t eat them.”

“The reason isn’t any of that nonsense!” Little Crow snapped, her wings cutting sharply through the wind as she turned her head toward them, dark eyes gleaming with irritation. “It’s poison to our cultivation, you idiots!”

Her outburst silenced them for a moment, though only briefly. They had once lived purely by instinct, guided by hunger and opportunity, and in those days, eating human flesh had not been forbidden. But things had changed the moment they began cultivating.

The old crow had warned them severely of the consequences.

Predators who stepped onto the path were often drawn to humans, lured by a taste that seemed to resonate with something deeper than flesh. Consuming them brought rapid gains, a surge of power that was difficult to resist. Humans, after all, were natural vessels of the world’s energies, constantly absorbing the flow between heaven and earth throughout their lives. Yet that same quality made them dangerous, for they also carried impurities such as resentment, greed, or despair, and those who devoured them would absorb those stains as well. Over time, such beasts would lose themselves, descending into something twisted and insatiable.

“Focus on the mission,” Little Crow said firmly, cutting off the murmurs before they could spiral again. “If you can’t control yourselves, you’ll end up as mindless demonic beasts, and I am not cleaning up after that.”

Her small group flew in a loose formation high above the forest canopy, a dozen black shapes against the pale sky. They had separated from the main murder for this task, entrusted with something the old crow deemed important enough to risk their inexperience. The wind howled softly around them as they rode the currents, but even that could not drown out the inevitable complaints.

“Why are we even flying this far?” one crow grumbled. “Couldn’t we just… not?”

“Yeah,” another added, flapping lazily. “Why did we leave the murder? It was comfortable there. There were trees. And food. Mostly.”

Little Crow let out a long, weary sigh. She was the smallest among them, her wings narrower, her frame lighter, yet none could deny she was the sharpest mind in the group. That was precisely why the old crow had chosen her to lead, though at times she suspected it was less a reward and more a test of endurance.

“We’re watching over Xing Ning,” she explained, her tone measured despite her thinning patience. “He was a friend of the late master of the forest. That alone makes him important. The old crow wants eyes on him, and we are those eyes.”

“Oooh, a human with connections,” one crow said, impressed.

“A special human,” another echoed. “Do you think he tastes—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” Little Crow cut in sharply, and the offender wisely fell silent.

For all their foolishness, these were considered the elite among the newly awakened crows, each possessing the strength of Qi Condensation. It was a small step on the path, but a significant one nonetheless. Ahead of them, the world began to change, the familiar flow of qi thinning until it became something hollow and distant. The sky seemed wider there, emptier, as though even the wind hesitated to cross.

They had reached the threshold between domains.

Below them stretched a series of bottomless trenches, vast scars in the land where qi simply did not exist. It was said that only those at the Core Formation could cross such a boundary safely, their cultivation strong enough to endure the emptiness. For humans, it was an impassable barrier at their level, but crows were not bound in the same way. They had wings, and with those wings came a freedom others lacked.

“Stay close,” Little Crow called out, her voice steady as she angled forward, leading them over the abyss. “Do not lose sight of me. If you drift, you fall, and if you fall…” She did not bother finishing the thought, trusting that even they could grasp the implication.

“Hey… what happens if we fall?”

The question came from somewhere behind her, light and almost curious, as though they were discussing the weather instead of the yawning abyss beneath them. Little Crow felt something in her mind snap ever so slightly as her wings stiffened mid-glide, and for a brief moment she seriously considered diving just to prove a point.

“Are you serious right now?” she hissed, not even bothering to turn around. “We are flying over a qi-dead trench that swallows everything, and that’s your question?”

Before the unfortunate crow could respond, another cut in with a sharp caw. “You must be an idiot. Crows don’t fall. We glide. We descend gracefully. It’s called control. Maybe try it sometime.”

“I was just asking!”

“Well, don’t!”

Little Crow closed her eyes for half a heartbeat, feeling the beginnings of a headache pulse behind them. This was her team. The so-called elite of their generation. She exhaled slowly, forcing her wings into a steady rhythm as she pressed forward, choosing silence over further engagement before she said something she might not regret, but would certainly not take back.

They crossed one threshold, then another, the world subtly shifting each time as the density of qi rose and fell in uneven waves. The sky itself seemed to change texture, currents behaving differently with each domain they passed, and the land below morphing from dense forest to sparse rock and back again. Time blurred into the steady beat of wings and wind, days folding into nights and nights into days until the journey itself became a single, drawn-out motion.

“We’re here,” a gravelly voice finally said.

Little Crow glanced to her side, where Murk flew slightly behind her, his feathers darker than most, almost dull in their lack of sheen.

Below them stretched a vast expanse of jagged terrain, gray and unyielding. The land rose in harsh ridges and broken slopes, like the bones of the earth had been forced outward and left exposed. There were no visible settlements, no curling trails of smoke, no signs of human life at all.

This was the Steel Mountain Domain.

The journey had taken over a month, even with their relentless pace, and yet the place felt… wrong.

“There’s something different,” Murk muttered, his gaze fixed downward.

It was rare for a beast to have a name, rarer still for one to keep them. Murk had once belonged to a cultivator, a pet in another life before he became something more, and though he had only recently joined their murder, his familiarity with this domain was precisely why he had been included in the expedition.

“What do you mean?” Little Crow asked, her tone sharpening as she slowed her pace slightly to match his.

They circled high above the rocky expanse, their formation loosening as their attention shifted to the land below. From this height, the silence was almost tangible, pressing upward like an invisible force.

“It’s too quiet,” Murk said after a moment. “When I fled this place, it was already wartime. You couldn’t go a single day without hearing something like clashing steel, collapsing structures, and beasts scattering from the aftermath of battles. Even the ordinary animals would move differently, disturbed by the chaos. But now…” He trailed off, his wings faltering for the briefest instant. “Now there’s nothing.”

Little Crow followed his gaze, scanning the terrain again. He was right. There was no distant tremor of conflict, no ripples of disrupted qi, no signs of life reacting to something larger. It was as though the domain had been emptied of its own noise.

Murk continued, his voice quieter now. “My owner was a hunter. Old. Found a cultivation manual late in his life and decided to try his luck. Well, he’d been lucky and managed to rise in cultivation, buying him a few years. When the war between the Stone Spire Sect and the Sky Steel Sect began, people like him were the first to suffer. Unaffiliated cultivators, wanderers. They were either recruited, forced into service, or removed.”

Little Crow listened without interrupting, her expression unreadable.

“The invading forces treated them like tools,” Murk went on. “Offer them a place as mercenaries, and if they refused… they became liabilities. Some were killed so they couldn’t join the other side. Some were driven out, forced to cross the thresholds even if it meant falling into those trenches. Others hid, or were pushed into banditry just to survive.”

His wings dipped slightly as he spoke the next words. “My owner tried to flee. He didn’t make it far. Bandits got to him first.”

Little Crow’s gaze shifted to Murk for a moment before returning forward. Internally, she marked him as a potential liability. Crows remembered. They held grudges with a persistence that bordered on obsession, and Murk had more reason than most to cling to the past. That could be useful… or dangerous.

“So,” one of the others spoke up, breaking the tension. “What’s the plan now?”

“Yes, fearless leader,” another added, their tone suddenly eager. “What do we do?”

Little Crow inhaled slowly, gathering her thoughts before answering. “We split into smaller observation units but remain within signaling distance. First, we connect with the local wildlife, awakened or otherwise. They’ll know what’s been happening recently. From there, we locate the nearest human settlement and observe movement patterns, especially anything related to sect activity.”

She paused briefly, ensuring they were still listening.

“We’re looking for information on the Sky Steel Sect,” she continued. “Specifically, any trace of someone known as Sword Frenzy Kang Wen, or a man named Xing Ning. Xing Ning should be easier to identify, since he carries a sword bestowed by the master of the forest. That alone will make him stand out.”

The crows cheered.

“Big sis is amazing.”

“Yeah, big sis already thought of everything.”

“She’s so reliable.”

Little Crow’s wings nearly faltered.

Outwardly, she maintained her composure, her flight steady and her posture firm, but inwardly she felt a flicker of embarrassment she refused to acknowledge. She was not their “big sis.” She was simply the only one thinking ahead.

A beat later, Murk spoke again. “And the mission?” he asked, his tone more serious than the others. “What exactly are we here to do?”

“Surveillance,” she said. “We observe Xing Ning and report back. That’s the primary objective.” Her gaze hardened slightly as she added, “If he’s dead… then we retrieve the black sword.”

Little Crow had no idea what the old crow had been thinking. Even now, as she hovered above unfamiliar land with a dozen half-reliable companions at her back, she could not fully grasp the intent behind this mission. Still, she did not question his authority. He had led their murder longer than any of them had been alive, and there was a reason for that. Wisdom alone did not sustain leadership for so long. The old crow possessed knowledge carved from experience, the kind earned through survival, loss, and time.

“How do you even know all this?” one of the crows suddenly asked, breaking her train of thought. “Like seriously, who’s that Kang Wen guy? And what’s so special about that black sword?”

“Yeah,” another chimed in. “You talk like you’ve been spying on humans your whole life.”

Little Crow clicked her beak softly, annoyed but not entirely dismissive. “I don’t know everything,” she admitted, her tone measured. “The old crow didn’t explain much. He rarely does.” She hesitated for a fraction of a second before adding, “As for Sword Frenzy Kang Wen… I heard about him from someone else.”

“Someone else?” they echoed.

She did not elaborate. Willow the Wise Owl had been her source, a creature she quietly admired for her depth of knowledge and calm authority. The others, however, found the owl unsettling, even arrogant, so Little Crow kept that connection to herself. There was no point inviting unnecessary commentary.

Fortunately, they did not have to dwell on it long. It took far less time than expected to locate Xing Ning, a result that spoke volumes about the efficiency of Little Crow’s planning. Yet as they descended toward the clearing that marked their destination, a strange unease settled over her.

“This is it,” Murk murmured.

Below them stood a lone tombstone.

The name etched into it read: Xing Ning.

A stray wild dog stood nearby, finishing its work as it kicked dirt into place with its hind legs, completing the grave it had dug. The soil was fresh, the scent of earth still sharp even from above, yet something about the scene felt incomplete.

“There’s no sword…” one crow whispered.

“And… where’s the body?” another added, voice trembling with confusion.

“Oi!” the wild dog barked suddenly, looking up at them with sharp, expectant eyes. “I did what you asked! Now where’s my payment?”

Little Crow stared at the grave a moment longer before exhaling. “Pay our laborer,” she said flatly.

One of the crows reluctantly dropped several freshly killed bunnies. The dog’s tail wagged immediately as it snatched them up, clearly satisfied.

“I dug deep,” the dog continued between bites. “Just like you wanted. Nothing down there. But I heard the funeral myself with humans crying, talking about this Xing Ning. Figured it was worth something. I’m glad I was right. Anyway, is that all? You have more work for me or something?”

“That’s all, thank you.”

The dog barked, and left with his payment.

Little Crow’s gaze darkened. The grave was empty. No corpse. No sword. Just a name carved into stone.

Before she could process further, a shrill scream pierced the air.

“Crows! Why are there so many crows here!?”

A human servant stood at the edge of the clearing, her face pale with terror as she pointed upward.

“Scatter!” Little Crow snapped instantly.

They took to the air in a chaotic burst of black wings, abandoning the site without hesitation. The wind rushed past them as they gained altitude, the clearing shrinking below until it became nothing more than a scar in the land.

Murk flew up beside her, his expression grim. “What are we supposed to do now?” he asked.

Little Crow did not answer immediately. Her thoughts raced, piecing together fragments of what they had seen and what they had heard along the journey of silent forests, missing wildlife, and villages that had seemingly vanished without a trace. Now, an empty grave for a man they were meant to observe.

Something was deeply wrong.

“We’re leaving,” she said at last, her voice firm despite the unease coiling in her chest. “Immediately. This isn’t something we handle alone.”

She glanced back once, toward the direction of the Steel Mountain Domain, as if expecting it to reveal its secrets if she stared hard enough.

“We report everything to the old crow,” she continued. “As soon as possible.”

            

    
        040 The Prey

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Zhao Yan]

The Sky Stone Cave was a secret realm co-owned by the Steel Sky Sect and the Stone Spire Sect, a place hidden from the eyes of outsiders and guarded through generations of uneasy cooperation. Its most striking feature was the ceiling, which shimmered with the illusion of an open sky, clouds drifting slowly across a vast blue expanse that felt almost real.

Despite being deep within a cave, light filled the space evenly, as though the heavens themselves had been captured and sealed overhead. Few knew the truth behind this place, that beneath its tranquil appearance lay the burial grounds of an eminent existence, one whose legacy had been deliberately buried by time and fear.

A woman stood at the center of the excavation site, her dark hair cascading down her back, her clothing bold and revealing in a way that seemed almost deliberate, as if she welcomed attention only to dominate it. Her eyes were sharp, calculating, as they swept over the figures working under her command.

“Work faster,” Zhao Yan said coldly, her voice carrying effortlessly across the cavern. “Every moment we waste here is a moment we risk exposure. Do not forget how many resources the Dark Order has invested to make this possible. Failure is not an option.”

Her words struck like a whip, and the black-robed cultivators scattered across the cavern responded immediately. Pickaxes rose and fell with renewed intensity, each strike echoing against the stone walls as they carved deeper into the hidden structure. These were no ordinary laborers but Core Formation experts, individuals who could dominate entire regions under normal circumstances. Yet here, they toiled like miners, driven by fear and loyalty in equal measure.

Zhao Yan watched them with narrowed eyes, her lips curling slightly in disdain.

“We will not fail,” she continued, her tone sharper now. “Take Long Xue as your warning. A mission that should have guaranteed success, and yet he fumbled it so thoroughly that it became an embarrassment to the Order. Do not make the same mistake.”

A murmur of acknowledgment passed through the group, their movements growing even more precise, more desperate to meet her expectations.

Zhao Yan folded her arms as she observed their progress, her thoughts drifting back to the intricate web she had woven to reach this moment. None of this had been left to chance. By orchestrating the attempted assassination of the Steel Sky Sect Leader’s son, she had ignited tensions that had long simmered beneath the surface. With careful manipulation, she had provoked key figures within both sects, guiding their reactions, feeding their suspicions, until war became inevitable.

It was in a cultivator’s nature to fight, to dominate, and to destroy. All she had done was nudge them in the direction they were already inclined to go.

Through that chaos, the Dark Order had slipped into the Sky Stone Cave unnoticed, free to pursue their true objective. There had been a moment of risk when the two scions had attempted to negotiate peace, threatening to undo everything she had set in motion. Zhao Yan had not hesitated. By arranging for the destruction of both sects’ keys and ensuring each side blamed the other, she had tightened the noose. When even that seemed insufficient, she issued another assassination order, eliminating the possibility of reconciliation entirely.

All paths had been sealed.

A sudden, resounding crash shattered her thoughts as a section of the cavern wall collapsed inward. Dust and debris scattered as the cultivators stepped back, revealing a hidden chamber concealed within the stone.

At its heart stood an enormous mural.

It depicted a young man, his figure tall and imposing, his expression calm yet commanding, as if he stood above the world itself. Even in stillness, there was an aura about him, something ancient and profound that seemed to press against the senses.

Zhao Yan’s eyes widened, and then she laughed.

A low, breathless sound that quickly grew into something unrestrained.

“Wonderful… simply wonderful,” she said, her gaze fixed upon the mural. “So it’s true. My calculations, the historical fragments, the theories… all of it was correct.”

She turned sharply toward her subordinates, her expression alight with fervor.

“Prepare the ritual,” she ordered.

They moved immediately, setting aside their tools as they began inscribing a formation across the ground of the hidden chamber. Lines of intricate patterns spread outward from the mural, carved with precision and filled with spiritual materials that glowed faintly in the dim light. Circles within circles took shape, each layer representing a different function. Runes etched into the stone pulsed with a dark, rhythmic energy, interconnected pathways forming a complex network that converged at a single point before the mural.

At the center, a basin-like structure was formed, designed to receive the core of the offering. Surrounding it, eight smaller nodes were placed in symmetrical alignment, each one meant to anchor the formation and distribute the immense energy required for what they were about to attempt. The air grew heavy as the formation neared completion, spiritual energy gathering and condensing until even breathing felt laborious.

Zhao Yan watched with satisfaction.

It had been ages since the order of the world had shifted, since the path to immortality had been severed, leaving cultivators trapped beneath an invisible ceiling. History had been rewritten to justify it, to make it seem inevitable, but she knew better. She had studied the past, piecing together fragments that others dismissed, uncovering truths that had been deliberately hidden.

It was unjust.

The Dark Order existed to correct that injustice.

To bring back the Age of Supremacy, when cultivation flourished freely and the pursuit of immortality was not a crime against the heavens but a right earned through strength and will. Different factions within the Order pursued this goal in their own ways. Some sought to obtain a Shén, a being capable of rewriting the rules themselves. Others, like Zhao Yan, sought to revive what had already proven its dominance.

Their founding father.

With a flick of her wrist, Zhao Yan opened her storage ring. A corpse fell onto the ground before the formation, its body lifeless and pale, yet still carrying the faint remnants of power it once held.

The young master of the Steel Sky Sect.

The very same scion whose death had exacerbated the war now raging beyond this hidden realm.

Zhao Yan stepped forward, her gaze burning with anticipation as she looked between the corpse and the mural.

“The time has come,” she said, her voice low but filled with undeniable authority. “We begin the ritual.”

…

..

.

[POV: Lu Jing]

It felt like a very long dream, the kind that lingered even after waking, clinging to the edges of consciousness with fragments that refused to fully fade. For Lu Jing, who had long stepped into the realm of immortals, there were few things left in existence that could truly move him. Time had dulled most sensations, and eternity had rendered even the grandest experiences ordinary. Yet there was one thing he had never grown accustomed to.

Death.

It was unfair.

He had not feared it, nor had he resisted it out of desperation. He had merely sought something beyond, a path that extended past immortality itself. Was that so unreasonable? To walk further when one had already come so far?

Slowly, his eyes opened.

The world returned in muted clarity, stone walls forming around him as he found himself within a cavern. The air was still, heavy with an unfamiliar yet faintly resonant energy. He rose to his feet without urgency, his movements steady despite the strange dissonance within his body. The moment he stood, he felt it.

His cultivation had been reduced severely.

It was a natural consequence of his death.

What had once been immeasurable now barely brushed the threshold of Soul Transformation. The contrast was almost laughable.

“Ah,” he murmured, flexing his fingers slightly as he observed the faint flow of spiritual energy within himself, “how low the mighty have fallen.”

His gaze lifted, settling upon the mural carved into the wall before him. It depicted a young man, composed and resolute, bearing an air that stood above all else.

Himself.

A faint recollection surfaced. He had placed himself there, sealing a portion of his existence within this hidden space to escape the inevitable descent of Heavenly Tribulation. A calculated gamble.

One he had lost.

He had died. That much was certain. What remained now was little more than a fragment, pieced together through means that felt… inelegant.

His memories, too, were incomplete, blurred at the edges like ink washed away by water.

Lu Jing raised his hand, studying it in silence before extending his spiritual sense inward, probing the nature of his current existence.

“Oh my, necromancy, huh?”

Before the thought could settle, movement drew his attention.

A woman stepped forward and dropped to one knee, her posture respectful, her head bowed deeply. Behind her, a group of black-robed cultivators followed suit in perfect unison, their actions synchronized with practiced discipline.

“Ancestor,” the woman said, her voice steady despite the weight of the moment.

Lu Jing regarded her calmly, his gaze lingering for a brief moment before he spoke.

“Woman,” he said, his tone casual, almost detached, “what is your name?”

She lifted her head slightly, just enough to answer without breaking her respectful posture. “This junior is Zhao Yan.”

Lu Jing’s expression remained unchanged.

“I do not recall any Zhao,” he replied. “Please, enlighten this old soul.”

Zhao Yan did not falter. “This junior is a member of the Dark Order, an organization founded upon your ideals, Ancestor.”

That drew a faint reaction from him, a subtle shift in his gaze as amusement flickered beneath the surface.

“Is that so?” he said lightly.

Though his first instinct was to leave, to step away from this crude revival and seek his own path once more, he found himself… curious. An organization built upon his ideals? Whether they had understood those ideals correctly was another matter entirely, but the notion itself held a certain appeal.

Zhao Yan continued, her voice gaining strength as she spoke. “In this era, true immortals are few. The path has been suppressed, its continuation denied. We require your strength, Ancestor.”

She straightened slightly, though she remained kneeling. “The Dark Order was founded upon three principles. First, the path to immortality is never-ending. Second, all beings shall bow to the heavens. And third…” Her eyes lifted, meeting his briefly. “Heaven is something we create.”

Lu Jing fell silent.

For a fleeting moment, something stirred within him. It was an old memory, distant yet vivid. He saw a quiet scene beneath a tree, the faint aroma of tea lingering in the air as he and a few companions discussed the Dao, their voices unhurried, their thoughts unbound by the limitations of the world.

Perhaps… there was a trace of truth in her words.

Or perhaps it was simply nostalgia.

Either way, it intrigued him.

Lu Jing considered her for a moment longer before speaking again, his tone shifting slightly, carrying a faint edge of intent.

“If that is the case,” he said, “then let us see what you are worth.”

The air seemed to tighten as his presence subtly expanded, pressing down upon those kneeling before him.

“I require one hundred thousand souls,” he stated plainly. “Provide them, and I will ascend once more to my former state. In doing so, I will elevate you and secure your place in this era.”

A ripple passed through the group. Some stiffened, others lowered their heads further, the weight of his demand settling heavily upon them. Yet beneath that tension, there was something else. It was an expectation.

Zhao Yan did not hesitate.

“This junior will provide them,” she said firmly. “Though it will require time.”

Lu Jing’s gaze sharpened slightly.

Interesting.

She was not as simple as she appeared.

With measured calm, Zhao Yan reached into her robes and produced a single black feather, its surface faintly shimmering with an unnatural sheen.

“Ancestor,” she said, bowing her head once more, “this junior humbly requests your assistance with a minor matter. Suspicious individuals have entered this domain and begun investigating what should remain hidden—”

“HA HA HA HA HA~!”

The cavern trembled with the sudden burst of laughter.

Lu Jing’s aura surged outward, overwhelming the space as his presence bore down upon everything within it.

“You dare test me?” he said, his voice resonating with power despite his diminished cultivation.

He reached forward and took the black feather from her hand, his fingers closing around it as the energy within the cave stirred violently in response.

“Very well,” he added, a faint smirk forming at the corner of his lips. “I suppose it would not hurt to amuse you.”

At the Nascent Soul stage, cultivators could project their souls, sending fragments of their consciousness outward. Such techniques were limited, restricted by distance, stability, and the strength of the user.

But Lu Jing was no ordinary cultivator.

Even in this weakened state, his understanding far surpassed the limits of this era.

His body remained where it stood, unmoving.

Yet from within it, something emerged.

A skeletal figure stepped forward, separating from the vessel like a shadow peeling away from its source. It carried with it an eerie stillness, its hollow form radiating a presence that felt both incomplete and overwhelming.

Despite being an astral projection, it was not insubstantial. The black feather appeared within its grasp, mirrored perfectly, as did the robes that draped over its form.

“Stay where you are,” Lu Jing said lightly, his tone edged with arrogance. “I will return shortly.”

With a slight tug of the black feather, his skeletal projection blurred and vanished from the cavern, slipping through space as if the distance between realms meant nothing. The next moment, he reappeared within a forest, his hollow gaze sweeping across the surroundings with immediate interest.

At the center of a wide clearing stood an enormous tree.

Its trunk was thick and ancient, its branches stretching outward like a canopy that commanded the space around it. The air here was different. Dense. Alive. The qi flowed in strange currents, potent yet subtly hostile, as though it rejected his very presence.

Above, shadows gathered.

“Caw… caw…”

Crows circled in the sky, their dark silhouettes cutting through the dim light before descending one by one, perching along the tree’s branches. Their eyes gleamed with an unsettling awareness, their cries echoing with something that felt almost… intentional.

Lu Jing smirked.

“Amusing,” he murmured. “So the feather came from a crow… but where is their master?”

The moment the words left him, a faint chill crept along his spine.

Danger.

It was subtle, almost imperceptible, yet undeniable.

His curiosity sharpened.

Lu Jing turned his full attention toward the tree, extending his spiritual sense without restraint. His perception pierced deeper, cutting past surface appearances, reaching toward the underlying laws that governed existence itself.

Suddenly, the world shifted.

Darkness swallowed everything.

He stood within a domain that was not bound by reality. The ground beneath him writhed with thorn-covered vines, twisting endlessly like living veins. Scattered across the land were countless bones of beasts, birds, all manner of creatures, and things far older, forming a grotesque throne at the center.

Seated upon it was a figure.

A silver-haired man with pointed ears, his posture relaxed, almost casual, as he looked down upon Lu Jing with a grin that carried unmistakable malice.

“Prey.”

The word echoed, light, almost joyous.

For the first time since his revival, Lu Jing felt unease.

He tore himself away forcibly.

The domain shattered, and he returned abruptly to the forest, his form flickering slightly as the connection snapped.

Above him, the crows cawed once more.

“Caw… caw…”

This time, it sounded like laughter.

            

    
        041 Death of a Friend?

    
    
    
    
                What exactly was the Natural Order?

It was the hierarchy of life, the quiet understanding that everything had its place and purpose, that harmony came from alignment rather than defiance. It was also the brutal simplicity of survival, where strength prevailed not out of cruelty, but necessity. Above all, it was the way the world fit together, like a puzzle whose pieces moved, shifted, and yet always found where they belonged.

Everything was connected. Every action gave rise to another, each cause rippling outward into consequence. It was a cycle, endless and self-sustaining, a great circle that turned without pause. For that circle to flourish, balance had to be maintained. Good nurtured, chaos endured. Yet even that balance was delicate. Too much good could rot into stagnation, birthing new forms of decay. Too much chaos would consume itself, leaving only ruin behind. When imbalance reached its breaking point, there was only one answer.

Rip and tear the bad, so that the good may flourish again.

The thought struck me like lightning, raw and violent, tearing through the fog that had dulled my existence. The principles of Nevle Drol Diurdhcra surged to the surface, bursting from the back of my mind like a scab ripped open, exposing something that had never truly healed. Alongside it came a deep, primal, and undeniable isntinct. A druid’s hatred. There were two things we could never tolerate: aberrations that defied the cycle, and the undead that mocked it.

And standing before me was exactly that.

For so long, I had existed as a tree, my sense of self blurred and scattered, content in a strange, detached way. But now, clarity returned with brutal force. I had died. Truly died. And yet something had dragged me back, tethered me here in this half-existence.

Rage followed.

It burned through me so violently that it reshaped me.

“Rebirth World.”

The words tore free from my consciousness, and the next moment, I burst from the tree. Flesh formed where bark once stood, limbs replacing branches as I stepped forward into the world once more. I was naked, my body rougher than before, a beard growing across my face as if time had tried to catch up all at once. None of that mattered.

I moved.

Nature’s Stride carried me forward in an instant, closing the distance between myself and the skeletal figure. My hand snapped forward, gripping its skull with unrestrained force as I invoked the light of the sun itself.

“Sunlight Orb.”

The skull exploded in a burst of radiant energy.

Above, the crows stirred, their cries cutting through the sudden shift in the forest.

I did not stop.

Trusting my Druidic Insight, I reached back toward the tree and my staff answered. It tore free from the trunk and flew into my grasp through phytokinesis, the familiar weight grounding me. I slammed it against my shadow where I felt the skeleton was boldly hiding.

“Thorn Whip.”

The ground responded instantly. Vines surged outward, crawling through every patch of darkness, spreading across the forest like a living net. Shadows became pathways, and from them, thorns erupted, binding, seeking, hunting.

The skeleton rose into the sky, its form reconstituted, hovering above as if the destruction meant nothing.

“As amusing as this is, I have better things to do.”

I bared my teeth, my voice low and sharp.

“Hey, we’re not done yet.”

I struck the ground again.

“Spirit of the World Tree.”

Behind me, something vast emerged. An enormous tree manifested, its presence ancient and overwhelming, its roots stretching beyond sight. The air thickened, reality bending slightly under its weight.

For the briefest moment, I felt the skeleton’s surprise.

Then it began to fade.

It was trying to ecape.

But I had already locked onto it.

Through the World Tree, my senses extended, threading through space itself, anchoring onto its presence as it slipped away. I followed without hesitation, Nature’s Stride carrying me across distance in a single step.

The forest vanished and I appeared within a cave. A mural lined one wall. Cultivators knelt on the other. At the center stood a body I recognized instantly. It was Xing Ning, my friend. His corpse was standing, animated and inhabited by something that was not him.

Everything went still for me.

Ah.

Before, only the druid in me had been angry.

Now?

Even the Earthling part of me was furious.

I did not hesitate.

The moment their killing intent sharpened and the air thickened with hostility, the cultivators broke into chaos. Panic rippled through them, their composure shattering like brittle glass under pressure.

“What is that thing!? That isn’t a human—!”

“Stay focused!”

“So much qi!”

“Draw your swords! Formation—now!”

All of them were Core Formation cultivators.

The woman was at the Nascent Soul.

And the thing wearing Xing Ning… Soul Transformation.

Under normal circumstances, I would have smiled at those odds. I would have circled them, tested their techniques, dismantled them piece by piece while learning everything they had to offer. There was a certain pleasure in stretching a fight out, savoring it, and venting through controlled violence.

Right now?

I did not want to learn.

I wanted them to hurt.

The base of my staff struck the ground with a dull, resonant thump, and the world answered. Roots groaned beneath the earth as something ancient and immeasurable stirred. The Spirit of the World Tree manifested behind me, vast and silent, its presence pressing down on reality itself like a primordial will made manifest as it followed me here.

“How about no?”

I moved before their formation could stabilize.

Wild Shape: Primal Nature Spirit.

My body shifted, flesh giving way to something purer, something older. My skin became porcelain ivory, smooth and unmarred, as if sculpted by a god’s careful hand. A crown of twisting twigs grew upon my head, each branch alive, pulsing faintly with verdant light. My hair lengthened into a cascading mane, wild and untamed, flowing like a river of life itself.

Then I raised my hand.

The world answered.

Thorn Whips erupted into existence. They were countless, writhing, and screaming through the air like a storm of living blades. Each one lashed out with terrifying precision, tearing into flesh, bone, and soul alike. They pierced through bodies, ripped limbs apart, and shredded cultivators mid-chant, leaving nothing but mangled remnants in their wake.

Their screams did not last long.

The seeds within them? The foul and parasitic things I had sensed reacted violently under my assault. They burst, twisted, and tore their hosts apart from the inside, accelerating the carnage into something grotesque and absolute.

Blood painted the ground.

Bodies ceased to be bodies.

I did not slow down.

But I missed two.

It was the woman and the thing wearing Xing Ning’s face.

The latter moved first, its reaction immediate and calculated. It caught the woman mid-fall and vanished, space folding as they fled through a series of short-range teleportations. Their escape was clean and efficient.

It did not matter.

Nature’s Stride.

The world bent to me.

Distance lost meaning as I stepped through the veins of the earth, reappearing ahead of their trajectory. The woman barely had time to register my presence before my hand closed around her head.

Her eyes widened.

I did not speak.

Sunlight Orb.

Radiance condensed into a single, merciless point in my palm before erupting outward in a violent explosion of searing brilliance. The force consumed her instantly, burning through flesh and crushing her skull, leaving nothing behind but a headless body.

I released what remained and stood in the aftermath, the air still trembling from the violence I had unleashed.

For a moment, I paused.

Perhaps, it was not my imagination.

I had grown stronger and something fundamental had changed after my resurrection.

…

..

.

[POV: Lu Jing]

Lu Jing fled.

The sky itself seemed to burn as beams of condensed sunlight lanced through the air, each one carrying enough force to annihilate him utterly. He twisted and veered between them, his movements sharp and desperate, yet precise in a way only a cultivator of his experience could achieve.

His heart pounded, not with fear alone, but with something far more dangerous.

Excitement.

“An era with few immortals?” he spat, his voice half-laughing, half-breathless. “Bullshit! What manner of monster is this!?”

He had faced immortals before. He had witnessed destruction that shattered mountains and boiled seas. But this? This was different. It was neither the scale, the violence, nor the control. The qi in the surroundings did not merely respond to that existence. It obeyed him so completely, unquestioningly, and thoroughly as though the world itself recognized him as something greater.

Lu Jing’s eyes burned with manic clarity.

There was no spiritual root.

No energy core.

No structure he could identify.

That thing defied every principle he had ever learned.

“Half-step Immortal?” he muttered, dodging another beam that scorched past him. “No… if he possessed an Immortal Art, he would already be one…”

A thought struck him.

“Shén…?”

He immediately rejected it.

“No. The Shén are creators. Not… this.”

And yet, he laughed. Despite the death chasing at his heels, despite the overwhelming danger pressing down on him, Lu Jing threw his head back and laughed with unrestrained joy.

“A path! A path beyond immortality has opened before me!” His voice trembled with exhilaration. “There is more! There is more beyond the Immortal Path, and the clue stands right behind me!”

He did not understand it. He did not know how to grasp it. But he would. He had to.

First, he needed to survive.

The secret realm unfolded before him like a familiar map. Every hidden mechanism, every concealed formation, every subtle distortion in space? He knew them all.

His hand flicked.

A concealed formation activated above him, stone erupting downward into a solid wall that intercepted a barrage of thorny whips. The impact shook the structure violently, cracks spiderwebbing across its surface, but it held just long enough for Lu Jing to reach the wall ahead and press his palm against what appeared to be solid rock. His qi surged, intricate and precise, modifying a hidden spatial formation that only he could perceive.

“Almost, just a bit more…”

The stranger appeared beside him without warning, movement transcending space itself. A single hand shot forward, grasping Lu Jing’s head with absolute inevitability. Just as suddenly, the man rushed the skull with a spell.

The body collapsed lifelessly.

But Lu Jing was already gone.

At the instant of death, his soul had slipped free, darting away with practiced precision. The enemy’s hand lunged again, attempting to seize it. However, he only grasped at nothing, but an illusion so convincing even Lu Jing doubted an immortal would be able to see through them.

The real soul flickered into the spatial formation.

Lu Jing’s laughter echoed through sound transmission, sharp and triumphant. “You monstrous thing, do you think raw power alone is enough?” His voice carried a mocking edge as he stabilized the formation. “You lack finesse! You lack understanding!”

The formation activated and space twisted.

“Watch closely,” he sneered, his form already distorting as the teleportation took hold. “The path you embody… I will make it mine.”

With a final burst of manic laughter, Lu Jing vanished into the depths of space, his trajectory scrambled and concealed beyond pursuit, cast toward an unknown destination where even that terrifying existence would struggle to follow.

…

..

.

I lost him.

I lost him.

“Fuck… fuck… fuck!”

The words tore out of my throat like something feral, raw, and unrestrained. My gaze locked onto the wall where Lu Jing had vanished, my senses flaring, Druidic Insight clawing at the remnants of space for even the faintest trace of him.

Nothing.

Not a ripple. Not a scar. Not even an echo.

“FUCK!”

My fist slammed into the stone. The impact cracked it, fractures spiderwebbing outward as dust rained down, but the pain barely registered. It did nothing to vent the pressure building inside my chest, nothing to quiet the rage boiling under my skin.

“Gone.”

He was just… gone.

I stood there for a moment, breathing hard, before something colder, heavier dragged my attention elsewhere. I glanced down at Xing Ning or what remained of him. His body lay crumpled, headless, blood long since pooling into the earth beneath him.

My steps slowed as I approached.

Each one felt heavier than the last.

He had been the first person I could call a friend in this world.

And now?

I knelt beside him.

“Revive Life.”

The words left my mouth steady, practiced, almost mechanical. Power stirred, ancient and verdant, reaching out to grasp what lingered of him.

Nothing happened.

I frowned.

“Revive Life.”

Again, I cast it, forcing more intent into the invocation, pushing deeper, harder, demanding a response from whatever system governed this cursed existence.

Nothing.

“Revive Life.”

My voice tightened.

“Revive Life.”

The air trembled faintly with gathered energy, but it dissipated just as quickly, like water slipping through my fingers.

“Revive Life!”

Still nothing. Silence answered me. A line of flavor text surfaced in my mind, something I had skimmed over before, something that had never seemed important until now. The target of the spell must be willing to return.

My hand trembled where it hovered over his body. For a long moment, I said nothing. Then my shoulders sagged, the fight bleeding out of me all at once.

“…So,” I whispered, my voice quieter than I expected, brittle at the edges, “is this your choice?”

The question hung there, unanswered.

The wind moved.

The world continued.

And Xing Ning did not come back.

            

    
        042 Fitting Punishment

    
    
    
    
                The inside of the mysterious cave had finally fallen silent. For all its strange beauty from the sky-like ceiling carved from ancient stone, shimmering faintly as if mimicking the heavens, and the jagged formations that concealed countless secrets… I could not bring myself to appreciate any of it. My mood would not allow it. The Spirit of the World Tree faded behind me, its presence dissolving into nothingness along with my Wild Shape. My body returned to its natural state, that of a silver-haired elf, bare and exposed in the aftermath of battle. There had been no time to retrieve my garments when that creature reeking of undeath had found me. The Garments of the World Listener should still be where I had left them, sealed within that tree.

I exhaled slowly, surprised at how quickly my emotions settled. The anger remained, but it no longer clouded my thoughts. Kneeling beside Xing Ning’s corpse, I inspected his wounds with a steady gaze. Even without Druidic Insight, the truth was obvious to me. A single, precise strike from behind was what ended Xing Ning’s life. My jaw tightened as I took a slow breath, anger stirring on his behalf. Yet anger alone could not halt the turning of the world.

Life moved on, as it always did, indifferent to loss.

I removed his storage ring and swept my spiritual sense through it, only to find it empty. Whoever had done this had taken everything of value. With a quiet sigh, I stored Xing Ning’s body within the ring. It was the least I could do for him now.

Retracing my steps deeper into the cave, I followed the path from where I had first been summoned, back when I chased the thing that had defiled his soul. It did not take long to find the headless corpse of the woman. Without hesitation, I stored her as well.

Eventually, I arrived at the mural chamber. The aftermath of my earlier battle greeted me with all of the blood, flesh, and shattered remains of cultivators scattered across the ground. The stench lingered, thick and oppressive. I searched through the remains until I found a set of ragged but mostly intact robes. Slipping them on, I restored what little dignity I had left.

With a flick of my will, phytokinesis answered. Roots and soil rose, embracing the fallen as I buried them beneath the earth. It was not a proper burial, but it was better than leaving them to rot where they lay.

My gaze lifted to the mural. It depicted a young man with dark hair, his expression serene, almost divine. Activating Druidic Insight, I examined the chamber carefully, supplementing instinct with what little “gamer logic” I still carried from my past life. The pictograms and paintings revealed fragmented truths, but they were enough.

This was a tomb. And more than that, it was a place where resurrection had been attempted… through necromancy of all things!

If I wanted answers, there was only one option left.

I retrieved the headless body of the woman and placed it before me. “Revive Life,” I uttered. The ground responded, swallowing her form whole. Moments later, the earth shifted again, and her body was returned, whole and alive.

Her eyes fluttered open.

Before she could react, Thorn Whips erupted from the ground, binding her limbs with ruthless efficiency. I stepped forward and embraced her, my grip unyielding as I released Slumber Pollen into the air. The particles drifted around her, but she resisted, her body tensing as confusion overtook her.

“What… what is this?! Why am I—?!” she struggled against me, her voice sharp with alarm and disbelief.

“Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.”

My body transformed, skin turning into silver wood as life itself bloomed across my form. Vines, leaves, and flowers unfurled, wrapping around us both. At that very moment, the heavens responded to the very act of resurrecting her.

A bolt of Heavenly Tribulation tore through the cave ceiling, crashing down upon us with divine fury. I endured it, invoking the innate protection of my form to nullify the attack entirely. The energy dissipated harmlessly against me, leaving the chamber trembling in its wake.

“Lifepulse,” I cast into the woman, ensuring the healing-over-time spell would allow her to survive the Heavenly Tribulation.

“Ah, ah, it hurts~! It hurts!”

“I know.”

When she faltered, weakened just enough, I released her and immediately cast Entanglement. Roots surged upward, coiling around her body and locking her in place.

Then, without hesitation, I struck.

The Thorn Whips pierced through her navel, burrowing deep as they sought out the corruption within. I felt the vile seed embedded inside her. With a single, decisive motion, I destroyed it, crushing her core along with it.

Her scream echoed through the chamber.

“No—! What have you done?! My cultivation—my core—!” Her voice broke into sobs, raw with pain and fury. “You… you monster…! Do you have any idea what you’ve taken from me?!”

She writhed against the bindings, tears streaming down her face as her strength bled away, her sobs devolving into something broken and hollow.

I stood before her, unmoved, my wooden form creaking softly as the flora around me swayed in an unseen wind.

“I know,” I said quietly. “Now, talk.”

The woman absolutely lost it.

“You filthy, tree-fondling bastard! I’ll peel your skin layer by layer and wear it as a banner! I’ll dig out your eyes and feed them to carrion beasts while you scream! I’ll violate your corpse, grind your bones, and scatter your ashes into the lowest pits of hell so even your soul cannot find peace!”

I remained unmoved.

“Think very carefully about what you just said,” I told her calmly, my wooden voice carrying a faint creak. “Think about how you died. Think about how I brought you back. Now imagine this… how many times do you think I can repeat that process? Revive you, let the lightning from above embrace us both, and then do it all over again.”

I gestured upward with my staff toward the jagged hole in the ceiling, where faint remnants of Heavenly Tribulation still lingered. Through my Druidic Insight, I had already grasped the nature of this cave. It was… different. The tribulation felt weaker, its destructive force dampened, as though the cave itself absorbed and devoured the heavens’ wrath.

“You won’t get your cultivation back,” I continued, my tone even. “That much is certain. But right now, you have a choice. Cooperate… or don’t. Refuse, and you can look forward to either exquisite torture or a meaningless release. I’m fine with either.”

With a subtle motion of my finger, the Thorn Whips tightened and spread her limbs wide, forcing her into a crucified position. Vines coiled around her wrists and ankles, pulling until her body strained against them.

“I can be very creative,” I said, tilting my head slightly. “I can rip your bones out one by one, snap your limbs and let them regrow crooked, or guide these vines beneath your skin and let them bloom from within you. Don’t test my patience.”

I raised my staff and brought it down once against the ground.

“One.”

Her eyes widened, trembling with fury, indignation, and pain.

“Two.”

“No—wait! Please! Forgive me! I was wrong, I was wrong!” she howled, her earlier arrogance shattering as panic took hold. Tears streamed down her face as her body shook violently. “Please don’t—!”

I lifted my staff again, ready to bring it down for the final count.

“I’ll cooperate! Please, I’ll cooperate!” she screamed, desperation clawing its way into every syllable.

The staff paused midair before I lowered it slowly.

Turning, I pointed it toward the mural. “Who is he? Tell me everything you know.”

She followed my gaze, her breathing ragged. “That… that is Lu Jing,” she said, her voice trembling. “The founding father of the Dark Order. An immortal from ancient times, someone who reached the very pinnacle of cultivation. They said he stood above all others… untouchable, invincible.”

Her eyes flickered with a strange mixture of fear and reverence.

“But he was not satisfied,” she continued. “He sought to go beyond the immortal path and to become something greater. Heaven itself struck him down for that arrogance. He was destroyed, made into an example so no one would dare follow in his footsteps.”

I listened in silence, though my thoughts churned.

There was far more I wanted to ask about the Dark Order, their structure, their reach, but time was not on my side. Every moment Lu Jing remained free was another step closer to him becoming a problem I could no longer contain. There was something deeply wrong about him, something that gnawed at my instincts. It wasn’t like the seeds. It was… worse.

“What will Lu Jing do now that he has escaped?” I asked.

For a brief moment, triumph flashed across her face. Joy followed, ugly and defiant.

“He escaped!? I’m done talking,” she sneered, summoning her courage back. “Once my ancestor recovers his cultivation, he’ll crush you like the insignificant ant you are. You have no idea what you’ve unleashed.”

I exhaled softly, unbothered.

“The vessel you prepared for him has already been destroyed,” I said. “Lu Jing is on the run. He’s weakened by time, and by me. Whatever he plans to do, it won’t be easy. He’ll need massive resources to even begin recovering.”

It was a bluff, playing on what little arrogance she had left. For one thing, I have no idea if Lu Jing could recover his cultivation or what manner of resources he’d need.

Her expression shifted instantly.

“Yes… yes, of course,” she said, almost eagerly, as if clinging to certainty. “The Dark Order will handle that. We will gather a hundred thousand souls for him. With that offering, we will raise him back to his rightful status. He will return to his peak… and when he does, all of you will kneel or die!”

It seemed I broke her too thoroughly, judging from the way her eyes looked around or scrunching in fear, pain, and delusion. I wondered how much of what she was saying was delusion or the truth?

But a hundred thousand souls?

It sounded… serious.

I let out a quiet breath and gave a small nod. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

The woman’s expression turned sullen, defeat and despair settling deep into her eyes as whatever pride she had left crumbled. Without another word, I loosened the Thorn Whips and guided her down, easing her body gently into the ground.

She blinked, confusion overtaking her grief. “What is the meaning of this?” she asked hoarsely. “Kill me.”

“I’d rather not.”

“No, no, this is not what you promised!”

“I didn’t promise anything.”

Before she could react, I raised my staff slightly and refined my control. The Thorn Whips shifted inward. With delicate precision, I guided them beneath her skin. My spiritual sense spread through her body, mapping every meridian, every pathway of qi, and every fragile root of cultivation she possessed.

Then, I destroyed them.

The vines slithered through her like silent executioners, crushing meridians, unraveling spiritual roots, ensuring nothing remained that could ever reconnect her to the path she once walked.

“Stop—! Stop it! Please—stop!” she screamed, her voice tearing apart as her body convulsed under the invisible devastation. “It hurts—! What are you doing to me?!”

I said nothing. I simply continued until there was nothing left to break.

When it was over, the vines withdrew. Her body collapsed forward onto her knees, trembling faintly. No tears came this time, only emptiness.

“You… monster…” she rasped, her voice hollow. “Why… why would you do this to me? What did I do to deserve this?” Her hands clawed weakly at the ground. “I only wanted to cultivate… to pursue the immortal path… Why do you have to stand in the way of my Order? Why give me such a cruel punishment…?”

Her head lowered further.

“If you won’t let me live as a cultivator… then kill me.”

“I refuse.”

The answer came without hesitation.

This was the most fitting punishment for her kind.

Death would have been mercy. Release. A clean severance from consequence. This, however? This forced her to live. To breathe. To exist in a world where she once held power, knowing she would never grasp it again.

“I don’t care if you choose to kill yourself afterward,” I said calmly. “But if you don’t, then you’ll spend the rest of your mortal life remembering what you once had. You stood at the threshold of everything. Power, longevity, transcendence? And you lost it all because you chose to meddle with things beyond your place.”

My gaze hardened slightly.

“The seeds. The necromancy. The Dark Order. You reached too far.”

I tapped my staff lightly against the ground. “You didn’t deserve it. Not cultivation. Not longevity. Not any of it.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and unyielding.

Cultivators… they needed to learn their place. Power was not a right. It was a responsibility. And if I deemed someone unworthy of wielding it, if they disrupted the Natural Order for their own selfish pursuits, then I would not hesitate.

I would tear them apart if I had to.

Leaning forward slightly, I lowered my voice into a quiet whisper as if to intimidate her.

“Preferably, don’t kill yourself,” I murmured. “I’ll have more questions for you in the future. If you do die… I’ll simply bring you back again.”

A faint pause.

“And that will not be a pleasant experience for you.”

Straightening, I considered her briefly. Someone of her standing within the Dark Order would undoubtedly be useful. The Willow Order could benefit from this as well.

…Huh.

So I did care if she died, after all.

Not for her, but for what she could provide.

“What is your name?” I asked.

She hesitated, her lips trembling before she finally spoke. “Z-Zhao Yan…”

I nodded once, then reached out and gave her shoulder a light pat.

“Zhao Yan,” I said, almost conversationally, “you should cherish life.”

My hand lingered there for a moment before withdrawing.

“Because without it… what are you, really?”

            

    
        043 Chance of Reconciliation

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Xu Lei]

The war between the Sky Steel Sect and the Stone Spire Sect had long since ground to a tense standstill, like two blades pressed edge to edge, neither willing to yield nor able to advance. To understand the depth of their conflict, one had to first grasp the nature of their domains. The Sky Steel Sect ruled over the Steel Mountain Domain, while their rivals claimed dominion over the Stone Peaks Domain. These two territories were not merely neighbors but conjoined lands, forming what cultivators came to call the Twin Mountains Domain, divided only by a single towering mountain that rose like a natural boundary carved by the heavens themselves.

Their rivalry had not always been so bitter. In the ancient past, when both sects were still in their infancy, they had grown in isolation, unaware of each other's existence. Only when their cultivators reached greater heights, gaining the ability to traverse treacherous mountains and cross vast distances freely, did they finally encounter one another. That meeting had been the spark. At first, it was duel or tests of strength, prideful but contained. Over time, those duels became skirmishes, and those skirmishes hardened into habitual conflict.

The discovery of a secret realm nestled between their domains had only worsened matters. Resources were the lifeblood of any sect, and this secret realm was abundant beyond reason. Yet even then, the conflict might have remained manageable, a controlled hostility tempered by mutual benefit. What shattered that fragile balance was the assassination of the young master of the Sky Steel Sect. From that moment onward, reconciliation became a distant dream, and full-scale war erupted like a storm that refused to pass.

It was only recently that both sects had chosen to halt their advance. The reason lay before them now: a massive gash that had torn open above the secret realm’s cavern system, as though the mountain itself had been wounded. This rupture threatened the very foundation of their power. The Sky Steel Sect depended on the secret realm’s dense natural qi and rare metals to forge their unparalleled steel, while the Stone Spire Sect drew immense wealth from the dragon veins and mining operations rooted within those same depths.

A neutral camp had been established around the gash. The camp was divided cleanly down the middle, each sect occupying its own side with rigid discipline.

On one end was the banner of the Sky Steel Sect, represented by a sword piercing through clouds.

“Have you heard? There had already been an earlier attempt on Young Master Xing Ning,” one cultivator muttered, his voice thick with resentment. “And now that he is truly dead, those shameless Stone Spire dogs still dare to parade their young master around as if nothing has happened.”

“Disgusting,” another sneered. “They think we would swallow such humiliation?”

Across the divide, the Stone Spire Sect’s banner stood tall, a towering spire rising from layered stone and scattered pebbles.

“Their audacity knows no bounds,” a disciple whispered coldly. “Our young master personally sought peace, yet their delegation never even showed. Now they dare accuse us of assassination?”

“A convenient lie to justify their aggression,” another replied. “Typical of them.”

At the forefront of the Stone Spire Sect’s side stood Xu Lei, his presence alone enough to quiet those near him. His expression hardened as fragments of both sides’ murmurs reached his ears, carried across the tense silence.

“Enough,” Xu Lei said sharply, his voice cutting through the air like a falling blade. “Hold your tongues. Do not disgrace yourselves by trading insults with them.”

The cultivators around him stiffened, lowering their heads in reluctant obedience. As the scion of the Stone Spire Sect, Xu Lei bore a weight far heavier than most could comprehend. Responsibility rested upon his shoulders like an immovable mountain, pressing down with every decision he made.

From the opposite camp, faint murmurs drifted over once more, less restrained this time.

“That is Xu Lei? The one they call their hope?”

“Hmph. A pretender wearing a noble mask. Who knows what schemes hide beneath that calm face?”

“He reeks of arrogance. No different from the rest of them.”

Xu Lei heard them, though he gave no outward reaction. In truth, he had long grown accustomed to such words. Since that day the mysterious sage spared him, he had spent countless hours in quiet reflection. He could still remember the sensation of death, cold and absolute, followed by the incomprehensible act of being returned to life by that mysterious sage.

The memory lingered within him like a shadow he could not dispel, yet it had also reshaped him in ways he struggled to fully understand. Whether it was redemption or simply delusion, Xu Lei chose to believe he had become someone better than the man who had once fallen.

He stepped forward, approaching the edge of the gash. Up close, its scale was even more unsettling, wide enough for a grown man to lie across sideways without touching either edge. It was such a shocking sight, because not even his father, a Nascent Soul expert, could cause such destruction. He doubted if someone from the Soul Transformation realm could even do the same.

Xu Lei drew in a steady breath before calling out. “Please send a representative.”

For a brief moment, only silence answered him. Then, from the Sky Steel Sect’s side, a powerful voice resounded, suppressing all noise beneath its weight.

“Silence. Let none speak without leave.”

The murmurs ceased instantly, as though crushed beneath an invisible force.

From the opposing camp, a figure emerged. It was Kang Wen, known far and wide as the Sword Frenzy. His aura was sharp, like a blade perpetually on the verge of being drawn.

Kang Wen stopped just short of the gash, his eyes meeting Xu Lei’s across the divide.

“Ha~! How ironic,” spat Kang Wen with mocking edge, his lips curling into a cold smile. “After all this time, we meet again like this, standing on opposite sides of a grave we both pretend not to have dug. You never deserved to be saved that day. Whatever miracle dragged you back from death? It was wasted on you.”

In truth, he did not entirely disagree. Whether it was the sage’s inscrutable intentions or his own flawed nature, Xu Lei could not say. After knowing death once, Xu Lei learned restraint and fear. He didn't want to experience something like that again. He liked to think of himself as righteous, and this war had been righteous. Their victory would mean prosperity for his sect, but lately, he was beginning to question whether that was indeed the case as the casualties on their side piled up.

Xu Lei exhaled slowly, letting the tension pass through him without resistance. When he spoke, his voice was calm, steady, and devoid of provocation. “Let us stay on topic. I am here to deliver a message from my father. He requests a proper meeting between the Sect Leaders alone.”

The surrounding cultivators fell silent almost instantly, as though the very weight of those words pressed down upon them. Even the wind seemed to hesitate, caught between two forces that refused to yield.

Kang Wen’s gaze lingered on Xu Lei for a moment longer before he let out a quiet scoff. “Hmph. You speak as though this farce has meaning. Very well. Our Sect Leader has already agreed. She's of the same mind to meet your Sect Leader.”

For a brief moment, the tension eased.

…

..

.

[POV: Kang Wen]

Kang Wen watched Xu Lei’s retreating figure with narrowed eyes, the earlier mockery fading into something more complicated. “Arrogant prick,” he muttered under his breath, though the words lacked the sharpness they once carried. A quiet sigh followed, one he did not bother to hide. Deep within, a part of him questioned the narrative he had so fiercely clung to. The Stone Spire Sect… could they truly have orchestrated the young master’s death?

He said nothing of it.

From the entrance of his tent, Kang Wen observed as representatives from both sects worked in uneasy coordination, erecting a large tent directly over the gash. Every movement was precise, measured, as though any misstep might reignite the war they had only just paused. The structure rose quickly, enclosing the wound in the earth and granting the illusion of privacy for the meeting to come.

In his hands rested a sword darker than night itself. It absorbed light rather than reflected it, its edge so unnaturally sharp that it seemed to distort the space around it. This was the blade of Xing Ning, the only remnant left behind after his death. No body had been recovered, no final rites performed. Just this weapon, which spoke of the tragedy of their sect. Since the Sect Leader had refused to take it, Kang Wen took the sword for himself. As greedy and bane as it sounded, the sword was sharp and powerful. It would be a waste not to use it. Moreover, it was his way of mourning.

Every Stone Spire Sect dog that he had slain would be proof of his revenge for the precious life of the young master!

He ran a cloth along the blade, more out of instinct than necessity. The sword required no maintenance, yet his hands moved with practiced familiarity. It was something to do and to ground himself in the face of thoughts he would rather not entertain.

Time passed slowly, and it was doing no good to Kang Wen's mind. At some point, impatience finally got the better of him. Without hesitation, he made his way toward the Sect Leader’s tent and stepped inside. Within, Xing Mei sat with composed elegance, her dark hair cascading over her shoulders as she read a parchment. Her presence was calm, yet it carried an invisible weight that filled the entire space.

Kang Wen did not bother with formalities. “Sect Leader, this is a mistake,” he said bluntly. “They are exposed. Both leaders in one place, the father and the son. This is the perfect opportunity to end it. One strike, and we take them with us. The war would be decided here and now.”

Xing Mei did not even look up.

Undeterred, Kang Wen stepped closer, his tone softening slightly, though urgency still lingered beneath it. “Mei’er, niece… You know I’m right. This is the best chance we’ll ever get.”

The moment the name left his lips, the air shifted.

A crushing pressure descended without warning, forcing the very atmosphere to tremble. Xing Mei’s spiritual presence surged outward, vast and suffocating, embodying the terrifying authority of the Nascent Soul realm. The space within the tent seemed to shrink, as though reality itself bent under her will. Only those of the Xing bloodline could inherit the position of Sect Leader, a legacy etched not just in tradition, but in something deeper, something tied to the very essence of their lineage and secret arts.

Finally, she looked up.

Her gaze was cold.

“Kang Wen,” Xing Mei said, her voice low but absolute. “Mind your place. This is your final warning.”

…

..

.

[POV: Xing Mei]

Xing Mei stepped into the newly erected tent without hesitation.

Inside, seated across a simple table, was an old man whose bearing was as steady as a mountain. Xu Ping did not rise, but neither did he show any sign of disrespect. His gaze met hers evenly, as though the weight of their sects rested quietly between them.

For a moment, neither spoke. The silence stretched, heavy with years of bloodshed and unresolved hatred.

Xing Mei broke it first. “Tell me, Sect Leader Xu,” she said, her tone measured, “what do you think caused this gash before us? There are witness accounts… some even claim it was the work of Heavenly Tribulation.”

“Perhaps, or maybe not,” remarked Xu Ping contemplatively.

“A dull answer.”

Xu Ping’s brows furrowed slightly, though his composure remained intact. “And how does Sect Leader Xing intend to handle this?”

“This war has gone on long enough,” said Xing Mei quietly. “There is something else at work here and something vile by nature, something that does not belong. Whether it seeks to displace us or destroy us, I cannot yet say. But continuing this conflict will only weaken us further.” She paused, then added with quiet finality, “I propose that both our sects close their gates for three hundred years.”

Xu Ping leaned back slightly, his expression turning contemplative. The suggestion was drastic, but not without reason. Isolation would preserve strength, allow recovery, and perhaps shield them from whatever unseen force loomed beyond their understanding.

After a long moment, he spoke. “I can agree… on one condition.”

Xing Mei’s eyes narrowed slightly, though she said nothing, allowing him to continue.

“You will hand over the heads of those who broke the rules,” Xu Ping said evenly. “Those who slaughtered cultivators beneath their realm. Qi Condensation against Qi Condensation. Foundation Establishment against Foundation Establishment. These were not arbitrary laws! They are the foundation of what we claim to be as righteous cultivators.” His gaze hardened slightly. “What would you feel, Sect Leader Xing, if I personally roamed your lands and butchered every Qi Condensation or Body Tempering disciple I came across?”

The question struck like a blade.

Xing Mei’s composure wavered for the briefest of moments before her expression turned cold. “And what of my son?” she shot back, her voice cutting through the air. “Your sect killed him!”

The tension spiked instantly, the fragile ground between them threatening to collapse. Violence fed on violence, each act justifying the next, an endless cycle neither side had been willing to break.

“You’ve got it all wrong.”

The voice was sudden, calm, and entirely out of place.

Both sect leaders turned at once.

A white cat stood within the tent, its presence silent yet unmistakable, as though it had always been there. Before either could react, its form shimmered, stretching and shifting until a man stood in its place, silver-haired, sharp-featured, and with pointed ears and a staff held loosely in one hand.

He looked at them both, his expression unreadable.

“This war has to stop,” he said simply. “But first… let me explain.”

…

..

.

Outside the tent, the atmosphere was suffocating.

Cultivators from both the Sky Steel Sect and the Stone Spire Sect lingered at a careful distance, their eyes fixed on the structure that now concealed their leaders. Quiet murmurs spread through the ranks, unable to settle into certainty.

“What’s happening in there?”

“Why hasn’t anything come out yet?”

“They’ve been inside too long…”

The tent was reinforced with a noise-canceling formation array, layered with spells that sealed away every trace of sound, keeping their conversation private. Still, the promise of bloodshed remained; each cultivator present was ready to draw steel if they must. Ending this war, meaning having to let go of their anger, hatred, and the sacrifices made. However, if they wouldn't end now? When would it actually end?

It would only go two ways: either one of them becomes extinct, or they both get tired of it.

            

    
        044 Enemy Within

    
    
    
    
                It had only been a few days since I was displaced into this domain, yet it felt as though I had already lived an entire season within it.

After leaving the cave through the jagged gash torn open by the Heavenly Tribulation and ensuring Zhao Yan was safely delivered to a nearby village, I wasted no time. The anomalous cultivator remained my highest priority. Every instinct I possessed warned me that whatever force lingered behind him did not belong in the Natural Order.

I was far from the domain I once called home, stranded in a land whose laws and factions were unfamiliar to me. Seeking aid from the Willow Order was not an option. Instead, I turned to the one network that never failed me, the wilderness itself.

Through my connection with beasts, I gathered fragments of truth scattered across forests and plains like the local factions or the cultivators. However, it was not the cultivators I was worried about. Villages had gone silent. Herds had thinned. Even the rivers carried unease in their currents. Most troubling of all were the creatures I encountered that bore signs of corruption, subtle at first glance, yet unmistakable to my senses. Something had tainted them.

Despite my efforts, the anomalous cultivator eluded me. Even my Druidic Insight found no trace of him. Still, the animals proved eager to help, almost excessively so. They lingered around me longer than necessary, their wariness replaced with an odd affection.

According to them, my presence was… soothing.

“I-I heard something, big one,” a small squirrel chittered as I carefully set its mended leg back onto the earth. Its tail flicked nervously, but its eyes shone with excitement. “Funny flying humans, with shiny sticks, they gathered not far from the broken hills. They spoke loudly. Important, yes, very important!”

That piece of information led me further than any trail I had followed so far. From there, I learned that the disturbance caused by the Heavenly Tribulation I had invoked when resurrecting Zhao Yan had not gone unnoticed. Cultivators had gathered, drawn like moths to flame.

When I finally found their encampment, I did not hesitate. Taking the form of a harmless white cat, I slipped past their perimeter with ease. Beneath the soil, I guided a creeping Thorn Whip toward the central tent. Then, invoking Nature’s Stride, I followed its path and stepped through space itself.

I emerged inside the tent, undoing my Wild Shape in the process.

Two figures stood within, their presence heavy enough to warp the air. The leaders of the Steel Sky Sect and the Stone Spire Sect. The woman held herself with sharp elegance, her sword already halfway drawn. The old man stood like an unyielding pillar, a spear materializing in his grasp from his storage ring.

“How dare you interrupt this meeting?” barked the old man, his eyes narrowing as they flicked toward his counterpart. “Xing Mei, is this your doing? Sending tricks to test me?”

The woman, Xing Mei, scoffed, her lips curling. “If I intended to kill you, Xu Ping, I would not insult myself by sending a cat. I would come personally.”

So, that was their name, huh? Convenient.

“Let’s not fight,” I said, raising my hands in what I hoped was a calming gesture.

“You are one of them, aren’t you!?” Xing Mei’s voice cut through the air as she vanished and reappeared at my left in a flicker that defied ordinary Nascent Soul teleportation.

Her sword shot toward my eye. I caught it with my palm, the steel punching straight through my hand, but I didn’t let go. Forcing myself forward along the blade, I drove past the pain and seized the guard, my fingers clamping over hers on the hilt. Her sword arm locked in place, the tip halted a breath from my face.

“You’re wearing their colors,” she hissed, her gaze sharp with suspicion.

Only then did I realize my mistake. I should have remained in the form of a cat or, at the very least, changed my attire before revealing myself.

Before I could respond, a crushing force descended upon me. Xing Mei’s technique bloomed as she anchored me in place, gravity itself bending to her will around us. My body grew heavy, the ground beneath my feet resisting even the slightest movement.

At the same instant, Xu Ping moved.

He was behind me.

I felt the shift in the air before I saw him, the spear in his hands humming with condensed power as he executed a technique honed over decades, perhaps centuries. The tip of his weapon aligned with a lethal precision aimed directly at my spine.

“Not so fast,” I remarked, slowly losing patience.

I had already anticipated the old man’s thrust.

The moment Xu Ping shifted his footing, I invoked Nature’s Stride and slipped through space, reappearing behind him. It should have been a clean reposition, a moment to reset the tempo of the fight. Instead, the ground beneath my feet trembled, and a ring of stone figures erupted upward in a violent surge.

Clones.

Each one bore his likeness in crude detail, their arms already moving as spears formed in their grasp. They struck in unison, their timing precise enough to leave no obvious gap.

I twisted, deflecting one spear while forcing my body between two others, but even then, their coordination pressed me back. Before I could counter, a violent burst of qi tore through the camp. The tent above us was ripped apart, shredded like paper in a storm.

The battlefield opened.

And I saw them.

Sword Frenzy and the… other guy, I faintly remembered a scion of some sect.

The swordsman moved first.

He lunged straight for Xu Ping, his killing intent unrestrained, blade descending in a sweeping arc meant to cleave through both defense and life.

“Foolish child,” Xu Ping growled, raising his spear to meet the strike.

Steel met steel.

My eyes narrowed as I recognized the weapon in Sword Frenzy’s grasp. Blackedge Eclipse. The blade I had once gifted to Xing Ning. Even from a distance, I could feel its weight distort the flow of qi around it.

Xu Ping blocked it, but just barely.

His spear held, yet his hands trembled from the impact, the strain visible even across the distance. A major realm advantage meant little when facing a weapon that defied reason.

Before the clash could escalate further, the young master burst forward, his spear flashing as he forced himself between them, breaking the exchange with a precise, controlled strike.

“Enough!” he barked.

“Don’t lose focus!” Xing Mei’s voice cut through the chaos as she pointed directly at me. “That one is the enemy!”

Both Sword Frenzy and the young master turned.

Their eyes widened the moment they saw me.

“This man is an assassin!” Xu Ping declared sharply. “He infiltrated our meeting and attacked without warning!”

Around us, the gathered cultivators stirred. Qi flared in waves as some began forming techniques, while others raised their weapons, ready to strike at a moment’s notice. They really were not going to listen. At this point, my hand had already healed from my natural health regen, but if I had my way, I didn’t want to fight them.

Ah.

Right.

It finally occurred to me what the name of the Sword Frenzy guy, and the… other guy.

“Kang Wen. Xu Lei,” I called out, my voice cutting through the tension as memory finally settled into place. “Are you really going to let your fellow cultivators attack me like this?”

The reaction was immediate.

Both men moved without hesitation, stepping in front of me as they turned toward the others, their presence forming a barrier.

“Stand down!” Kang Wen shouted, his blade lowering slightly but still ready. “Show some restraint. We know him.”

Xu Lei nodded sharply. “Give us a moment. There’s no need to escalate this further.”

Kang Wen continued, his tone firm. “He is Young Master Xing Ning’s benefactor.”

“And he is the expert I told you about,” Xu Lei added, addressing the old man as he glanced back at me briefly. “The one I encountered while pursuing Kang Wen.”

I stepped forward, positioning myself between them despite their protective stance.

“My name is Wo Li,” I said evenly. “And I have no intention of fighting you.”

“Kill him,” Xu Ping snapped immediately. “Xu Lei, get away from him! This man killed you, did he not?”

I exhaled, already expecting that.

“It was because he trespassed into my forest,” I replied calmly. “But he is alive now, isn’t he?”

Without waiting for further argument, I turned and walked toward the jagged gash in the earth, the same one that had led me out of the cave days ago. The blue stones lining its edges glimmered faintly, like fragments of the sky embedded in the world below.

“There is something I need to show you,” I said, glancing back once before stepping forward.

Then I dropped.

The descent was swift, the wind rushing past me as gravity took hold. Mid-fall, I cast Thorn Whip, guiding the vines with precise phytokinesis to catch and slow my descent, lowering me gently onto the stone below.

I looked up toward the opening.

Voices echoed faintly from above.

“Hold your positions!” Xing Mei ordered. “No one else moves!”

Xu Ping’s voice followed, equally firm. “The same applies to you lot! Stone Spire disciples, stay where you are!”

A moment later, four figures leapt down from the gash.

Xu Ping. Xu Lei. Xing Mei. Kang Wen.

They landed with controlled precision, weapons still in hand, their gazes locked onto me with undisguised caution.

That was only natural.

“What is the meaning of this?” Xu Ping demanded, his spear angled slightly forward. “You will explain yourself.”

“It will be easier if I show you,” I replied.

I turned and began walking, leading them deeper into the cavern. The path soon narrowed into a confined tunnel, its walls uneven yet distinctly shaped by recent disturbance.

“This tunnel… it is relatively new,” Xu Ping muttered, his voice edged with suspicion.

I glanced back at him. “And how can you tell?”

His expression hardened, a trace of vitriol slipping through. “Because my sect has been exploring this cave system within this secret realm for a long time. Long before the Steel Sky Sect ever involved themselves.”

I could feel the tension between Xu Ping and Xing Mei sharpen with every step we took through the narrowing passage. It was no longer just caution directed at me; it was the weight of accumulated grievances pressing against fragile restraint.

Xing Mei was the first to snap.

“Let us not pretend innocence, Xu Ping,” she said coldly. “Who was it that initiated the invasion? Oh, right. The Stone Spire Sect.”

Xu Ping’s expression darkened immediately. “We would not have acted if your sect had not defamed us for a crime we did not commit.”

“Defamed?” Xing Mei scoffed. “Those were just words. I even attempted dialogue to clarify the matter. And what did you do in response?”

Xu Ping let out a harsh breath. “Words? Then what of the time that Sword Frenzy attacked our branch sects?”

Xing Mei laughed, though there was no humor in it. “Then shall we ignore how your precious son, Xu Lei, has been leading raids on our outposts?”

“You dare call me out for hypocrisy?” Xu Ping shot back. “When you have done the exact same?”

Their voices echoed against the stone, each accusation feeding the next.

As they argued, my thoughts drifted briefly to Xing Ning. To how he had ended up in the Serenity Lake Domain. The ambush, the chaos, the separation from his group. His stumbling path that led him to the Hidden Village of Leaf, and everything that followed after.

I said nothing of retrieving his corpse.

Not yet.

We reached a vast chamber soon after, and the argument faded into uneasy silence as the space opened before us. The walls were lined with ancient murals, their colors dim yet enduring. At the center of it all was the figure of a young man, his expression serene, almost detached from the world.

I stepped forward.

“That man,” I began, my voice steady, “is Lu Jing. An immortal from ancient times. The forefather of an organization known as the Dark Order.”

They said nothing, but I could feel their attention sharpen.

“The tragedies that have befallen your sects were not coincidental,” I continued. “They were orchestrated. The Dark Order has been moving behind the scenes, manipulating events to draw your attention away from this place.”

I gestured toward the mural.

“Sealed within this chamber, long ago, was a fragment of Lu Jing. This is his burial site. And in their attempt to resurrect him, the Dark Order devised a series of schemes from conflicts, provocations, and escalations. It was all to keep you occupied while they carried out their work.”

With a subtle motion, I guided the surrounding plant life. Vines crept along the ground, responding to my will as they unearthed what lay buried beneath the soil.

It was corpses… or what remained of them.

Broken bodies, stripped of life and purpose, their forms damaged beyond recognition. Bones jutted at unnatural angles, yet fragments of clothing still clung to them, enough to hint at their origins.

“These are the members of the Dark Order I recently slaughtered.”

I had not been gentle in destroying them. With a wave of my staff, the vines tightened and pulled the remains back into the earth, allowing nature to reclaim what was left.

Silence followed.

Then doubt.

“And why should we believe any of this?” asked Xing Mei.

Xu Ping’s grip on his spear tightened. “You expect us to trust the words of a stranger who infiltrated our ranks and speaks of ancient immortals as if they were common knowledge?”

“For the greater good,” I replied simply. “Because if you do not, more will die.”

I paused briefly before adding, “I failed to kill the resurrected Lu Jing.”

Tension thickened, heavier than before.

“Please,” Kang Wen stepped forward, his voice urgent. “Sect Leader, at least hear him out.”

Xu Lei followed, his tone equally firm. “There is no harm in listening. If there is even a chance this is true, we cannot ignore it.”

Xu Ping remained silent for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Xing Mei, on the other hand, looked less angry now and more conflicted.

“I would rather end this war,” Xu Ping said at last, his voice lower than before. “We have already suffered enough losses. Continuing this will only bleed us further.”

Xing Mei exhaled slowly, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “I am… of the same mind.”

Their responses were not what I expected. No outrage. No burning desire for vengeance. It was utterly unexpected. They were leaders first, more than anything. Should I provoke them? Show them Xing Ning’s body? Maybe bring Zhao Yan here?

“When our sect lost the key to this secret realm, we were forced to consider drastic measures. Stealing the Steel Sky Sect’s key was one such option.” said Xu Ping as he glanced toward the tunnel we came from. “But now, with that breach, such actions are no longer necessary. We will endure our losses. And we will make peace.”

Xing Mei’s eyes widened.

“…We lost our key as well,” she admitted slowly. “And our first thought was the same. It’s to take yours.”

The realization settled between them like a weight.

Xu Ping’s gaze sharpened. “Who advised you?”

“An elder of my sect,” Xing Mei replied, her brows furrowing. “I had my suspicions. It felt as though something was pushing us, guiding events toward conflict. But I never imagined…” She trailed off, her expression darkening. “…that it came from within.”

Xu Ping let out a bitter breath. “The same applies to us. An elder suggested the course of action.”

The chamber fell into silence once more.

This time, however, it was not filled with hostility.

It was filled with understanding and the quiet, unsettling realization that the enemy they had been fighting might never have stood before them at all.

            

    
        045 An Army of…

    
    
    
    
                “You will have my Steel Sky Sect’s cooperation,” said Xing Mei.

“And so my Stone Spire Sect’s cooperation,” added Xu Ping without hesitation.

That was good enough. I would need more than just the cooperation of the wildlife to track down that man, and with both sects aligned, the path ahead no longer seemed as uncertain.

“You have my thanks,” I said, inclining my head slightly. “With your support, this hunt will not be in vain.”

Xu Ping stroked his beard, his gaze turning grim. “I will be occupied with my own sect. There are traitors within Stone Spire, and they will be purged.”

Xing Mei nodded in agreement. “Steel Sky Sect will do the same. We cannot allow rot to fester within our foundations.”

At that, Xu Lei stepped forward, followed by Kang Wen. “We will represent our sects in this matter,” Xu Lei said firmly. Kang Wen gave a short nod in affirmation. I regarded them both for a moment before responding.

“Then I will rely on the two of you,” I said. “You have my gratitude.”

If my Druidic Insight was to be trusted, Lu Jing would bring a calamity unlike any other if left unchecked. With this much assistance, perhaps tracking him down would no longer be an impossible task.

Xing Mei exhaled softly before speaking again. “Leave us. I wish to speak with him privately.”

Xu Ping, Xu Lei, and Kang Wen departed without protest, their footsteps echoing through the cave tunnel until silence reclaimed the chamber. Only Xing Mei and I remained, standing before the mural that depicted Lu Jing in all his unnatural grandeur.

Her voice, when it came again, was quieter, but no less sharp. “Why do you have my son’s storage ring?”

So, she recognized it.

I glanced at the ring resting on my finger, weighing my options. There was no reason to hide it now. If anything, this was the most appropriate moment to reveal the truth. Without another word, I summoned the corpse.

Xing Ning’s headless body fell into my arms, limp and cold.

Xing Mei froze. For a brief moment, she did not move, did not breathe. Then her hands trembled as she reached forward, her fingers brushing against the familiar fabric of her son’s robes.

“Ning’er…” Her voice broke as realization struck. “No… no, this… this is…” Her breathing became ragged, her composure shattering as she pulled the corpse closer. “They did this to you? Tell me… tell me where his head is! Where is his head?!”

It was a pitiful sight, her eyes glaring at me.

There were many things I could have said. I could have told her I tried. I could have explained the failure of my resurrection spell, the delicate balance of life and death, the truth that Xing Ning himself had refused to return. I could have spoken of the Natural Order, of how death was not an end but a continuation. But all of those words would serve only to ease my own conscience. They would not bring her son back.

So I chose the truth.

“I crushed it.”

The words fell like a blade.

She recoiled as if struck, horror flooding her expression. “You… what did you say?”

“I crushed his head,” I repeated, my tone even. “His body was used as a vessel. The man in that mural, Lu Jing. was resurrected through dark means. Your son’s corpse was nothing more than a conduit.” I paused, ensuring she understood every word. “I destroyed the vessel. But the soul that possessed it escaped.”

Silence followed.

Xing Mei clutched her son’s body tighter, rocking back and forth as quiet sobs wracked her frame. The grief came in waves, raw and unrestrained, echoing faintly against the stone walls of the chamber. I said nothing. There was nothing to say.

Time passed before she finally stilled.

When she looked up again, her eyes were red, but the storm within them had not faded. “Swear it,” she said hoarsely. “Swear that you will find him. Swear that you will make him pay.”

“I intend to,” I replied. That was all I could offer.

She closed her eyes briefly, then inhaled deeply, forcing herself back into composure. “Keep his body,” she said at last. “For now… no one must know. If word spreads, it will shatter what remains of my sect’s morale.” Her gaze hardened. “You understand.”

“You have my word,” I said.

Reluctantly, she let go. I returned the body to my storage ring, my hand lingering for a brief moment before I sealed it away.

Though her breathing steadied, my Druidic Insight told me the truth that her anger had not diminished in the slightest.

We exited the chamber together and found Kang Wen waiting just beyond the tunnel. He straightened upon seeing us. “Sect Leader. Senior Wo Li,” he greeted respectfully.

Then, without another word, he drew his sword.

The Blackedge Eclipse gleamed faintly in the dim light.

“I wish to return what you have given to Xing Ning,” Kang Wen said. “It is only right that it be returned to its rightful owner.”

I looked at the blade, then back at him.

“That sword was never mine to begin with,” I said. “I took it from an enemy who had no right to wield it.”

I turned away slightly, dismissing the matter as trivial.

“Keep it.”

“...”

The two Sect Leaders followed through on their word.

Before long, the secret realm of the Sky Stone Cave was filled with cultivators from both sects, each bringing their own expertise. Formation specialists gathered along the fractured wall where Lu Jing had escaped, while diviners occupied the opposite side, surrounding the cadavers of the black-robed cultivators I had provided. The air itself felt dense with qi and unspoken hostility. Though the war had ended, its embers still smoldered beneath the surface.

At first, it was manageable.

Then the arguments began.

“This is pointless!” one of the formation masters snapped, his sleeve whipping through the air as he pointed toward the corpses. “Those remnants are insufficient! We should focus all resources on deciphering the formation left behind!”

“And waste time chasing dead patterns?” a diviner shot back, eyes blazing. “Your so-called analysis could take months! If we establish a connection through divination, we can trace the target directly!”

“Trace what? You have nothing of him!”

“We have enough!”

“You have scraps!”

The chamber erupted into chaos as voices rose over one another, each side shouting until their lungs burned. Accusations of incompetence flew freely, neither group willing to yield.

I watched them for a moment before speaking.

“What is the problem?” I asked flatly. “Why can you not do both?”

The shouting faltered, though the tension remained.

Kang Wen stepped forward, offering a measured explanation. “Senior, the formation specialists believe resources should be allocated to them. They argue that the cadavers provide too little to establish a proper trail to the Dark Order. Divination requires a personal connection, preferably a body part of the target, and even then, it is a slow process.”

Xu Lei followed, his tone just as composed. “On the other hand, the formation used to escape… it is no ordinary construct. The damage to the wall complicates matters further. It may require knowledge beyond what either sect possesses. Their concern is that pursuing it could be just as time-consuming, with no guarantee of success.”

So, it was a matter of pride and scarcity.

I had asked them to be quick, but this was not something that could be forced through sheer will. Even so, letting them continue like this would only lead to greater problems.

As expected, the arguments reignited.

“Your methods are flawed!”

“And yours are blind guesswork!”

“If not for us, you would have nothing to work with!”

“If not for us, you would still be staring at a wall!”

I sighed.

At this rate, there would be another war, this time between scholars.

My gaze shifted to the wall. The cracks and craters stood as an ugly reminder of my earlier emotional outburst when I lost Lu Jing. Without another word, I thumped my staff against the ground.

Qi rippled outward.

Silence fell.

Drawing upon finer control, I guided my phytokinesis into the stone itself, weaving through the fractured surface. The broken wall began to mend, cracks sealing, craters smoothing as if time itself had been reversed. It was not perfect, but it was enough to restore the integrity of the formation’s remnants.

At the same time, I cast Thorn Whip. The vines slithered from my hand and slipped into my storage ring, returning moments later with a torn piece of cloth soaked faintly in dried blood.

It was Xing Ning’s, but Lu Jing had used him as a vessel, so it should work, right?

I held it out to the nearest cultivator.

“Use this,” I said. “If it works, proceed. If you require spirit stones, I have more than enough.”

Their eyes widened slightly, the earlier hostility giving way to focus.

Without waiting, I retrieved the storage rings I looted from the fallen black-robed cultivators and tossed them to Xu Lei. “Distribute these,” I ordered. “Ensure both sides have what they need.”

Then I turned to Kang Wen. “Inspect the mural chamber again. Take a few with you. We may have missed something.”

This time, there was no argument.

“Yes, Senior!” several voices answered in unison.

Suddenly, a figure came sprinting through the cave tunnels, breath ragged and footsteps uneven against the stone.

“We found something!” the young cultivator shouted, barely slowing as he reached us.

Kang Wen’s expression darkened immediately. “Watch your tone,” he snapped. “Compose yourself. You stand before a senior! Show proper respect!”

The young man shot him an incredulous look, chest heaving. “Respect? Old man, I just ran half the cave to get here! Don’t start lecturing me like I’m one of your disciples!”

There was a familiarity in the way they clashed, sharp yet unrestrained.

Kang Wen bristled. “Old? I am not that old!” He exhaled sharply before turning to me with a slight bow. “Senior Wo Li, forgive my nephew’s idiocy.”

Before the exchange could spiral further, Xu Lei stepped in, his voice cutting cleanly through the tension. “Enough. Mind your conduct,” he said to the cultivator. “You are in the presence of not only your seniors in cultivation, but also a distinguished cultivator from another domain. Show respect.”

Distinguished… eminent… I wasn’t sure about any of that, but I let it pass.

The young man clicked his tongue but didn’t argue further. Instead, he gestured deeper into the cave. “It’s better if I show you,” he said. “Uncle Wen, you should come too.”

Xu Lei handed the storage rings he had been organizing to a nearby cultivator before stepping forward. “I shall accompany you as well.”

We followed.

As we moved deeper into the winding tunnels, the young man spoke again, this time with less urgency and more weight behind his words. “My name is Kang Kong. I’m part of the Geological Survey Corps of the Steel Sky Sect. Our team has been working with the Dragon Vein Mining Squad from the Stone Spire Sect. We’ve been searching areas that might… help with your investigation.”

His voice tightened.

“When we learned the truth behind the war…” He clenched his fists. “Many of us volunteered to come here. Too many died. From our sect… and theirs.” His gaze flicked briefly toward Xu Lei. “Even Young Master Xing Ning…”

The resentment in his tone was unmistakable.

Xu Lei met his glare without flinching. “Stone Spire Sect suffered no less,” he replied calmly. “But if blame must be placed, it lies not with us, nor with you.” His eyes hardened slightly. “It was the elders. The ones who pushed their agendas onto the younger generation. Most of the skirmishes… they were driven by profit, not hatred. Yes, I understand the anger. The Dark Order is a convenient foil, however, the truth is, each sect is as guilty as the next. None of this could’ve happened if we just tamed our greed and lust for battle. However, the truth is we are cultivators cannot separate ourselves from this traits.”

Kang Kong scoffed, but he did not refute it.

Behind them, Kang Wen had been unusually quiet.

I could feel his gaze lingering on me.

I ignored it.

Of everyone present, only Kang Wen and Xu Lei knew I possessed the ability to resurrect the dead. If he intended to ask me to revive those who had fallen in this war, he would find no answer from me. Those who fought had done so knowing the risks. To drag them back would not erase the pain. It would only twist it into something uglier, something that would never truly heal.

Peace was not something that could be forced through power.

It had to be accepted.

Kang Wen finally spoke, his voice subdued. “Senior Wo Li… about before. The words I said then… they were spoken in anger. I did not understand.” He paused. “Now, I think I understand… at least a part of it.”

I reckoned he was probably talking about the time I resurrected Xu Lei.

I said nothing.

Some things did not require a response.

He nodded faintly and moved ahead.

Xu Lei watched him for a moment before murmuring, “The Sword Frenzy and I have never seen eye to eye. But… perhaps I understand what he meant just now.”

Before I could respond, Kang Wen’s voice rang out from ahead. “This place… I recognize it.”

We quickened our pace.

“This is where we were ambushed the first time,” he continued, his tone turning grim. “Where I lost Young Master Xing Ning.”

I narrowed my eyes slightly. “You mean when he ended up in the Serenity Lake Domain?”

Kang Wen gave a short nod. “Yes.”

Up ahead, Kang Kong broke into a run, reaching the edge of a cliff before turning back to wave us over. “Over here!” he called. “This is what we found!”

Several cultivators from both sects were already gathered there. As we approached, they stepped aside.

“Make way!”

“Let them through!”

The crowd parted.

I stepped to the edge, and looked down.

At the bottom of the cliff, stretching far into the darkness, was a sea of unmoving figures.

The air was thick with the stench of decay, a suffocating miasma that clung to the senses. Pale limbs twisted at unnatural angles, hollow eyes staring into nothingness. Some still wore the tattered remnants of sect robes, others little more than bone and rotted flesh.

It was an army of the dead.
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                It was bad.

Even from the cliff’s edge, I could see that the horde below was not limited to human corpses. Among the dead were beasts made of hulking shapes of fur and bone, their bodies twisted by decay yet still brimming with unnatural vitality. None of them moved. None of them reacted. It was as if they were waiting, suspended between stillness and slaughter, until their master issued a command.

My spiritual senses swept across the mass, and what I felt only deepened the unease. Each one carried a presence roughly equivalent to a Qi Condensation cultivator. Individually, they were manageable. Together, they were a catastrophe. Worse still, every single one of them bore that same foul seed embedded within, a malignant core that pulsed faintly beneath rotting flesh.

The druid within me howled.

This was an abomination against the Natural Order. Every instinct I had screamed to cleanse them, to return them to the soil where they belonged. But I held myself back. I did not know what lay ahead, nor how much I would need to spend before this was over. The qi in the air was not infinite. I could not afford to exhaust myself here, when a more terrible battle could be waiting for me.

My gaze shifted toward the far end of the cavern.

There, beyond the sea of undead, stood an archway.

It was faint, almost swallowed by the darkness, but it stood apart from everything else. My Druidic Insight stirred, a quiet certainty forming within me.

It was important.

“What is that?” I asked.

Kang Kong narrowed his eyes, shaking his head. “I… I’m not sure.”

Xu Lei turned immediately. “Bring scholars here,” he ordered a nearby cultivator. “A formation specialist and a divination specialist, at minimum.”

Kang Wen stepped forward, his gaze fixed on the distant structure. “If my hunch is correct… it may be a spatial teleportation array. I have only seen a few in my life, but they rarely take the same form.”

We waited.

It did not take long before two figures arrived. It was a man and a woman, both bearing the composed air of scholars. Xu Lei wasted no time.

“What is that structure?” he asked, gesturing toward the archway.

The man squinted, focusing intently. “I cannot say for certain,” he admitted. “But I can make out fragments of a language system. It is likely part of a formation… though the complexity is unusual.”

The woman, however, was no longer looking at the archway.

Her attention had shifted downward.

“What in the world…” she murmured, her voice trembling slightly. “Each of them, they’re infected. There’s something inside them. What in tarnation is this!? So… disgusting…”

The man followed her gaze and froze.

“By the heavens…” he breathed. “An entire army of corpse puppets…”

Even among cultivators, the sight was enough to shake them.

Kang Wen folded his arms, his expression grim. “How did this come to be? Refining this many corpse puppets… it cannot be the work of a single individual.”

Xu Lei’s eyes darkened slightly. “That depends. Given enough time and sufficient cultivation, it is possible.” He paused before adding, “The number of those responsible may be smaller than we think. Perhaps no greater than the Dark Order members Senior Wo Li has already slain.”

That thought lingered.

If that was true, then it could only mean they’ve been preparing for this in a long time.

My mind drifted briefly to the Hidden Village of Leaf. The last attack had nearly succeeded, even with my intervention. If this horde had been intended as a second wave, a mass of expendable soldiers meant to overwhelm, it would have been devastating.

Li Qing had fortified the village, turned it into a city. But even so, leaving this here was not an option anymore.

I exhaled slowly.

“Who among you has spirit stones?” I asked.

There was a brief moment of confusion before several cultivators began producing them, small caches at first, then more as others followed suit. Soon, a modest pile had formed around me.

An idea had taken root.

If qi was limited in the atmosphere, then I would draw from another source.

I raised my hand and cast Thorn Whip. A single vine burst forth, its thorns glinting faintly as it coiled around the spirit stones at my feet. Then I pulled.

Power surged.

The vine drank from the stones, channeling their stored energy into me, and I did not hesitate. I cast again. And again. And again. More vines erupted into existence, slithering over the cliff’s edge like a living tide before plunging into the horde below.

Then the slaughter began.

The thorny whips tore through rotting flesh, pierced skulls, and crushed bone with relentless precision. They lashed and coiled, dragging corpses apart, shredding the unnatural constructs as if purging an infection from the world itself. Each strike was fueled not by my own reserves, but by the steadily draining pile of spirit stones.

I stood at the edge, unmoving, as the vines carried out my will.

If this was to be done, then it would be done thoroughly.

It took several minutes.

The undead did not remain passive forever. As the thorny vines tore through their ranks, some of them stirred, their hollow eyes snapping toward the cliff as if awakened by instinct alone. They began to climb, scrambling over one another, clawing at stone, their movements jerky yet relentless. The elevation worked in my favor, forcing them into narrow approaches where my spells could intercept them before they reached the top.

Behind me, the cultivators watched in grim silence.

“…that robe… isn’t that from our sect?”

“I recognize him… he was part of the outer court…”

“…to think he ended up like this…”

Their voices were heavy, burdened with grief. Some turned away, unable to continue watching as familiar faces were reduced to shattered remains under my assault.

A few of the stronger ones broke through the writhing mass, corrupted beasts with rotting hides, and former cultivators whose movements carried a crude imitation of technique. They lunged toward me, their speed far exceeding the others.

I had already raised my staff to respond.

But I did not need to even move an inch.

A flash of steel cut through the air.

Kang Wen stepped forward, his sword carving a clean arc that severed limbs and shattered torsos with ruthless precision. At the same time, Xu Lei thrust his spear, each strike direct and unyielding, piercing through skulls and cores alike. The undead cultivators fought with brutal ferocity, but there was neither discipline nor thought in their movements. Only instinct.

They fell quickly.

I returned my focus to the horde below, ensuring that none of the seeds escaped my notice. Each one I detected, I destroyed. The vines crushed them, pierced them, burned through them with borrowed qi until nothing remained but inert flesh.

When the last of them collapsed, the cavern fell silent.

Only then did I lower my hand.

We descended the cliff path and approached the gate-like structure. Up close, its presence felt even heavier, the faint traces of an ancient formation lingering within its frame.

“Analyze it,” I said. “Figure out how to make it work.”

The two scholarly cultivators immediately moved forward, their earlier shock replaced by focused intensity as they began examining the structure, tracing its inscriptions and patterns.

I turned to Xu Lei and Kang Wen.

“I have somewhere else to be,” I said. “I will leave this to the two of you.”

Both of them nodded without hesitation.

…

..

.

[POV: Cheng Ru]

Cheng Ru had once been an elder of the Steel Sky Sect.

Now, he was something else entirely.

“Do not let him escape!”

Several Core Formation cultivators surged forward, their auras flaring as they pursued him through the forested terrain. Techniques flashed, cutting through trees and earth alike as they attempted to corner their target.

But Cheng Ru was already gone.

Utilizing the stealth arts granted to him by the Dark Order, he slipped through their encirclement like a shadow, his presence fading until even their spiritual senses could no longer grasp him. Only when he was certain he had escaped did he slow, his expression darkening.

He still did not understand how he had been exposed.

Worse, the sudden reconciliation between the Steel Sky Sect and the Stone Spire Sect had completely unraveled his plans. The chaos he had worked to cultivate had been extinguished in an instant.

With a flick of his hand, he burned a talisman. Its ash scattered into the wind, masking his trail from divination and other tracking methods. Without pause, he ignited another.

The wind stirred.

“Zhou Tu,” he said quietly, addressing the invisible current. “What is your situation?”

Her voice answered, carried by the talisman’s effect. “Exposed,” she replied with irritation. “They’re hunting me down like a goddamn dog. The Sect Leader himself joined the hunt, so I can’t even retaliate properly.”

“My situation mirrors yours, it’s bad,” Cheng Ru’s eyes narrowed slightly. “We have no choice. We should regroup. Contact the head operative assigned to Sky Stone Cave.”

Their communication ended shortly after.

When the two finally reached the outskirts of the secret realm, they found it under heavy patrol. Cultivators from both sects moved in coordinated groups, their vigilance leaving little room for infiltration.

Zhou Tu clicked her tongue. She appeared youthful, her features soft and alluring, though her expression now carried clear annoyance. “We could have avoided all of this if we had joined that delegation when the Sect Leaders met,” she said with a snide edge.

Cheng Ru exhaled slowly. “Sect Leader Xing Mei had already begun suspecting our presence, especially after her son’s death.” His gaze shifted toward her. “And do not speak to me like that. If you had not attempted to seduce Xu Lei, you would not have been politically walled off.”

She scoffed. “Cultivator politics are childish. And I had a reason. I heard the young master had suffered a significant defeat, an opportunity to exploit. How was I supposed to know he was that rigid?”

Cheng Ru fell silent for a moment before asking, “Should we attack? Eliminate them all?”

Though both of them suppressed their cultivation to the Core Formation realm, their true strength lay in the Nascent Soul stage. Even so, Zhou Tu shook her head.

“The higher-ups would not approve,” she said. “What is Zhao Yan even doing? When was the last time you heard from her?”

Cheng Ru frowned slightly. “It has been some time.”

“Then we postpone,” Zhou Tu continued. “Zhao Yan is at our level, and she is not alone. If something has gone wrong, we need to know. The resurrection of our founding ancestor takes priority.”

Cheng Ru nodded slowly. “A reasonable decision. But where do we even begin? We severed contact when we destroyed the keys to the secret realm. It was necessary to maintain our cover.”

Before Zhou Tu could respond, the wind shifted.

A talisman’s signal reached them.

Both of them stilled.

A voice emerged from the current. It was calm and controlled.

“I require a meeting.”

It was Zhao Yan.

…

..

.

[POV: Zhou Tu]

They reached the village under the cover of night.

From a distance, it appeared ordinary, with dim lanterns flickering along narrow paths, the faint sounds of livestock shifting in their pens, and the quiet stillness of mortals long since retired to sleep. Yet Zhou Tu felt none of the usual ease that came with such places. There was something off, something too quiet, as though the entire village were holding its breath.

Still, they moved.

With their stealth arts in play, both she and Cheng Ru slipped past the outer edges of the settlement like drifting shadows. No dog barked. No villager stirred. Even the wind seemed to avoid them as they made their way toward the meeting point Zhao Yan had specified.

A barn.

Zhou Tu slowed as they approached, her senses brushing against a faint spiritual pressure within. It was weak, barely worth noting, but present.

She scoffed softly. “Oh my… what happened to you?”

Inside, Zhao Yan was barely recognizable.

Gone was the proud Nascent Soul cultivator she remembered from the training grounds. In her place knelt a disheveled figure, dirt smeared across her skin, her once-refined features hollowed by exhaustion. Her eyes were bloodshot, unfocused, and her clothes made of simple garments of a village girl now hung loosely over a body that seemed to have lost all strength.

“What happened to you?” Cheng Ru asked, his voice low but urgent.

Zhao Yan looked up, her expression collapsing the moment she recognized them. She scrambled forward on her knees and clutched at Cheng Ru, her grip desperate.

“Please… please, you have to help me,” she begged. “If it’s a Nascent Soul cultivator… it should be enough. Kill me. Please. Cut me into pieces—no, grind me into paste—scatter me to the winds so he won’t find me…”

Zhou Tu raised a brow, amusement flickering in her eyes. “How pathetic.”

This was the same Zhao Yan who once stood above others with quiet confidence? Now she was nothing more than a mortal, groveling for death. They had trained in the same grounds once. Zhao Yan had been her junior. They were familiar, but never close. Not close enough to warrant sympathy.

Zhou Tu stepped forward and kicked her aside.

“Compose yourself,” she said coldly.

Zhao Yan collapsed onto the ground, trembling uncontrollably. “He took my power,” she whispered hoarsely. “Imagine… what he’ll do to you…”

Cheng Ru dropped to one knee, grabbing her wrist to inspect her condition. His expression darkened almost immediately. “Her meridians… her spiritual roots…” he muttered. “They’re destroyed.” His gaze sharpened. “Who did this to you?”

Zhou Tu clicked her tongue in irritation. “That’s not the priority,” she said. “What about the mission? I can’t believe this… a failure like you—”

“SHHH~!”

Zhao Yan’s reaction was immediate and frantic. She scrambled back, eyes wide with terror as she looked around the barn.

“You have to be quiet!” she hissed. “Everyone’s sleeping! We can’t alert him!”

Her voice cracked as panic overtook her.

“I lied to him! I lied to him again! I told him I’d bring you to the forest, but I told you to come here instead!” Her breathing became erratic, her body shaking violently. “He’ll torture me… he’ll torture me… you don’t understand… you don’t understand how much it hurts! I can’t—I can’t—!”

Zhou Tu’s lips curled in disdain. “You’ve gone insane.”

Cheng Ru remained composed, though his tone grew heavier. “What about our people?” he asked. “How many remain? The mission, Zhao Yan, how much does he know?”

Zhao Yan’s expression fell into something hollow.

“He knows… everything.”

A brief silence followed.

Cheng Ru’s voice cut through it. “Who is he?”

A low, guttural growl answered.

“Me.”

Both of them turned toward the entrance.

There, framed by the dim light spilling into the barn, stood a massive tiger. Its presence alone was suffocating, its eyes gleaming with an unnatural intelligence as it stared directly at them. Around the structure, thorny vines began to creep and coil, sealing off any possible escape.

Zhou Tu’s amusement vanished.

Before their eyes, the tiger’s form began to shift. Its massive body contorted, shrinking and reshaping until, in its place, stood a man.

Silver hair fell loosely around his shoulders. His bluish-green eyes held a quiet, dangerous depth. His ears tapered into sharp points, and in one hand, he carried a staff that seemed to hum faintly with power.

Zhao Yan let out a broken sound from where she lay.

“Ah… we’re done for…”
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                The barn was steeped in a suffocating quiet, the kind that pressed against the ears and made even the smallest sound feel intrusive. Only Zhao Yan’s sobbing broke through it, uneven and fragile, as though each breath she took might be her last.

I stood across from the two figures before me.

“Zhou Tu, Cheng Ru,” I said, my voice calm, almost welcoming, “I’m so glad you could join us tonight. Your friend here has been very cooperative. Zhao Yan told me everything she knew about the two of you. Still, I have a few more questions, and I believe you’ll be able to answer them far more accurately.”

“Amusing,” said Zhout Tu with a light laugh, tilting her head as if studying something trivial, “but who even are you?”

Her eyes flickered faintly, and I felt a subtle mental intrusion brushing against my mind, delicate as a spider’s thread yet insidious in intent. It slipped in quietly, probing, attempting to latch onto my thoughts and twist them. I didn’t flinch. The memory of that Soul Transformation cultivator’s ambush surfaced, the sting of being caught unprepared still fresh enough to harden my defenses. Compared to that, this was nothing. The spell dissipated against my mind like mist against stone.

“Just who are you supposed to be?” demanded Cheng Ru. "I believe it's only appropriate that you introduce yourself."

I didn’t answer immediately. Instead, I let the silence stretch, bringing a hand up to my chin as though I were genuinely considering his question. Through phytokinesis, I guided the Thorn Whips into the earth, letting them slither through the soil like serpents seeking prey.

Honestly, the new meta had made things irritating. Nascent Soul cultivators and above wielded that absurd, short-ranged movement, something that resembled teleportation but wasn’t quite. I had studied it, dissected it through my past experiences. It wasn’t true spatial displacement but an explosive burst of speed tied to line of sight, a movement so fast it bordered on the imperceptible.

Even at my level, I could barely track it. Only the faint distortions in space, revealed through my Druidic Insight, allowed me to anticipate their positions. It was a troublesome ability, but not an insurmountable one.

The difference in our power systems had become increasingly apparent with each clash. Their techniques were refined, honed through rigid cultivation paths, while mine drew from something far less predictable and incompatible with this world’s energy system. It placed me at a disadvantage in some aspects, but it also gave me room to adapt, to evolve faster than they could comprehend. That gap, subtle as it was, had been shortening with every encounter.

“Something’s under us!” shouted Cheng Ru, panic bleeding into his voice as he reacted a heartbeat too late.

They moved instantly, their bodies blurring as they launched themselves upward, aiming to tear through the barn’s roof and escape into open air.

“Too late,” I remarked, my tone unchanged as I clenched my hand.

The barn came alive.

Thorn Whips erupted from every direction, bursting through the ground, the walls, the beams above. They lashed out with predatory precision, forming a cage that snapped shut around them mid-motion. I had layered the entire structure with them, casting repeatedly, patiently, ensuring there would be no gaps, no avenues of escape left unguarded.

“Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.”

The transformation surged through me, my skin hardening into a silvered wood that gleamed faintly in the dim light. Power coursed through the Thorn Whips, amplifying their strength, their speed, and their lethality. They tightened around Zhou Tu and Cheng Ru, binding them before they could complete their escape.

Through Druidic Insight and my spiritual sense, I guided every movement with surgical precision. The vines pierced into their flesh, slipping past defenses, burrowing through muscle and into the intricate pathways of their meridians. I felt their energy flow, mapped it, and disrupted it. The thorns probed deeper, threading through vital points, hovering at the edge of delivering fatal wounds while ensuring they remained conscious. Then I drove them further, forcing them through their navels, anchoring into the cores that defined their cultivation.

Zhou Tu’s composure was shattered. “What—what is this?! This shouldn’t be possible!” she cried, her voice breaking as the realization set in.

Cheng Ru struggled violently, his earlier arrogance replaced by raw disbelief. “You’re insane! Let us go! Do you even know who you’re dealing with?!” he shouted, the words tumbling out in a frantic rush.

I didn’t respond. There was no need. Resistance was expected, so I made sure it would cost them. The Thorn Whips began to grind, not enough to kill, but enough to tear, to remind them of the control I held. Their regeneration kicked in, fueled by the unnatural seeds embedded within them, knitting flesh as quickly as it was damaged. I sensed those seeds immediately, foreign and invasive, pulsing with a corrupt vitality.

Focusing my will, I directed the vines inward. They shifted, sharpened, seeking out those anomalies with unerring accuracy. One by one, they found them buried deep and hidden within layers of flesh and energy. Then, without hesitation, I tore them apart.

“Man, I didn’t think it’d be this easy,” I said, laughing lightly. “I thought Long Xue had been scary for sure, but I guess I was just rusty back then.”

“Y-You… How do you know that name?” asked Cheng Ru, disbelief and fear tangling together in his tone as his face drained of color.

Zhou Tu’s eyes widened, then narrowed as realization dawned, something darker settling beneath it. “It’s you,” she said slowly, her voice no longer mocking but cautious. “Are you with the Willow Order?”

“I am not,” I replied evenly, tilting my head as I watched their reactions with quiet interest. “But does that really matter?”

It didn’t, not to me. What mattered was the implication behind their fear, the recognition they hadn’t expected to feel. It confirmed what I had been suspecting. Whatever organization they belonged to, whatever shadows they crawled out from, they had no idea about me.

I have to give it to the Willow Order. It wasn’t hard, confirming my existence through the stories, but it seemed the Willow Order was able to suppress the news enough.

“That’s good news.”

The Dark Order operated blind to my existence, and that ignorance was a weakness I could exploit if needed. I had no intention of hunting them down systematically; that responsibility belonged elsewhere. Still, if I stumbled across them? If I saw the imbalance they caused and the damage they inflicted? I wouldn’t hesitate to erase them.

I thumped my staff against the ground, the sound dull but final, and the Thorn Whips responded instantly. The vines embedded within their bodies constricted, tightening around their cores with deliberate pressure that made their breaths hitch.

“Now, speak,” I said, my voice losing all pretense of levity. “Tell me everything you know about the army of the dead stored within the Sky Stone Cave. Zhao Yan here claims she knows nothing. How about the two of you?”

A broken sound escaped from behind me, and Zhao Yan suddenly lurched forward, her voice raw and desperate. “I really didn’t know! I swear, I didn’t know anything about it!” she cried, her words tumbling over each other in a frantic rush, as if she could somehow outrun the fear clawing at her chest.

I glanced back at her, my expression softening just slightly.

“I believe you,” I said, and I meant it.

What I didn’t expect was for her to crawl toward me, dragging herself across the dirt with trembling limbs, her eyes hollow and pleading. “Please,” she whispered, her voice barely holding together, “please, kill me.”

The request caught me off guard, not because of what she asked, but because of how completely she had unraveled. I hadn’t done anything beyond intimidation, layering my words and actions with enough menace to break her resistance, but I hadn’t touched her, hadn’t inflicted the kind of suffering that should have reduced her to this state. And yet here she was, shattered all the same.

Okay, to be fair, I did strip her cultivation, but was that enough to break someone so completely?

I imagined power was like a drug, and now she was suffering from withdrawal.

“Slumber Pollen,” I murmured, releasing a faint wave of shimmering motes into the air. Zhao Yan’s body slackened almost immediately, her eyes fluttering shut as she collapsed into a quiet, dreamless sleep.

Zhou Tu’s laughter cut through the moment, low and amused, laced with something unhinged. “How did you break her like that?” she asked, her tone almost curious despite her situation. “Do you have any tips to share?”

Her lips curved into a grin, cheeks faintly flushed as her gaze roamed over me with unsettling interest. “Did you touch her? Humiliate her until all she could do was beg for death?”

She let out another soft laugh, shaking her head as if dismissing her own speculation. “No, it couldn’t be that simple. Breaking her cultivation wouldn’t be enough to do this either. You…” Her eyes gleamed. “You’d fit right in with us.”

My grip tightened around my staff, irritation flickering through me. I brought it down with a sharp thud, and the response was immediate. The Thorn Whips surged, crushing inward as they collapsed around her core. The scream that tore from her throat was raw, feral, but I didn’t let it escape. The vines wrapped around her mouth, smothering the sound, reducing it to a muffled, furious vibration.

“I’m not in a jesting mood right now,” I said coldly, my patience thinning. “Just now, you tried to cast an illusion spell. If my Druidic Insight is right, you have earth and shadow affinities.” I stepped closer, my gaze locking onto hers as she thrashed helplessly against the restraints. “Since you don’t seem to understand the power dynamic here, I guess I should show you.”

I thumped my staff a second time.

The vines within her responded with ruthless precision. They shifted, sharpened, and then began their work, tearing through her meridians in controlled, deliberate motions. Her body convulsed, pain rippling through her as muffled cries forced their way past the restraints. I held her in place, unyielding, as the Thorn Whips probed deeper, searching, mapping, until they found what I was looking for.

Her spiritual roots.

Once located, I didn’t hesitate. The vines tightened and tore, ripping them apart piece by piece, severing the very foundation of her cultivation. The moment stretched, filled with silent agony and the slow unraveling of everything she had built.

Then I cast Lifepulse.

A surge of vitality flowed through her, knitting flesh, sealing wounds, restoring her body to a state of fragile stability. But her cultivation… that was gone. Uprooted completely, beyond recovery.

“Impossible,” Cheng Ru breathed, his voice barely audible as he stared at what I had done. “So much fine control… to rip apart someone’s cultivation without killing them…” His eyes widened, horror settling in fully. “This is impossible. There’s no coming back from this kind of crippling. This is too much!”

I considered his words. Maybe he was right. Or maybe he didn’t know what he was saying.

“You’re next,” I said.

“I’ll speak, I’ll speak,” Cheng Ru blurted, the words tumbling out of him in desperate haste. “I—”

His sentence cut off as his expression twisted, resolve snapping into something reckless and final. Without warning, he drove his thumb into his own abdomen, right where his core lay, and the effect was immediate. His spiritual pressure spiked violently, erupting outward in a chaotic surge that rattled the barn itself.

Before I could fully process it, he vanished downward, tearing through the vines that had held him in place as if they were nothing more than brittle twigs.

“Tempest Sword Art: Swordless,” he declared, his voice steadier now, bolstered by whatever madness he had just unleashed. He extended both hands, fingers aligned, and wind qi gathered between them, condensing into invisible blades of cutting air that warped the space around him.

I didn’t hesitate. Nature’s Stride carried me forward, the world folding in on itself as I reappeared behind him in the same instant. My hand clamped down on his head, fingers digging into his scalp as I anchored him in place.

“I admire your decisiveness…” I murmured, though my tone lacked any real warmth.

At the same time, I cast Entanglement and Slumber Pollen, layering the effects without pause. Roots burst from the ground beneath him, coiling upward to bind his limbs and torso, while a cloud of golden pollen settled over his face. His movements slowed, then faltered entirely as his consciousness slipped away, the violent surge of power collapsing into stillness.

I exhaled quietly, adjusting my grip as I observed him. I was learning more than I had expected tonight. That explosive spike in strength… it wasn’t something I had encountered before. Striking one’s own core to force a temporary increase in power? There had to be a cost, a hidden mechanism behind it. I filed the thought away, already dissecting the possibilities in my mind.

Then I felt them.

Multiple presences converged from above. The air shifted, heavy with intent, and a moment later the barn’s already damaged roof was torn apart completely. Two figures descended through the opening with ease, their auras distinct and commanding.

An old man and a young woman.

Recognition came instantly.

“Sect Leader Xu Ping. Sect Leader Xing Mei,” I said, my tone measured. “Please tell me what’s going on. I’m under important business here.”

Above us, more cultivators lingered, their presence pressing down like a silent threat, while beyond the barn, the villagers had begun to stir. Flickering torchlight painted the night in restless shadows as the commotion spread.

Xu Ping’s gaze swept the scene before settling on Zhou Tu, his expression darkening. “I was looking for her,” he said, his voice carrying a quiet fury. “The traitor.”

Xing Mei’s eyes shifted to Cheng Ru, still bound and unconscious at my feet. “And I was looking for him,” she added, her tone no less severe.

I turned slightly, my attention drifting back to Zhao Yan stirring awake as I cancelled Slumber Pollen.

“You lied to me three times now,” I said, my voice calm but edged with something colder. “I’m hurt. The first time was when you didn’t tell me anything about the undead in the Sky Stone Cave. The second was when you secretly called your friends here, choosing this poorly lit barn instead of the forest like I instructed. And the third…” I paused, letting the weight of it settle. “This. Oh, Zhao Yan. Lying by omission is still lying.”

She scrambled forward the moment my words reached her, her face pale, eyes wide and glistening with tears. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry, please, I didn’t mean to deceive you, I just—please forgive me!” she begged, her voice breaking as she bowed repeatedly, her entire body trembling with desperation.

The sight unsettled me more than I cared to admit. There was something deeply wrong about how completely she had broken, how every shred of dignity had been stripped away, leaving only fear in its wake. For a moment, I almost felt guilty. Almost. I steadied myself, forcing that hesitation down before it could take root.

“Who is she?” Xing Mei asked, her gaze narrowing as she observed Zhao Yan’s condition.

“A criminal,” I replied simply.

Xu Ping raised a brow, studying me with newfound interest. “And what manner of crime did she commit for you to instill such fear in her?” he asked. Then, after a brief pause, his eyes flicked toward Zhou Tu. “No… perhaps the more curious question is what kind of punishment you used to leave her like this.”

I didn’t answer with words.

Instead, I thumped my staff against the ground.

“This.”

Cheng Ru’s body jerked violently as he was forced awake, pain ripping him from unconsciousness in an instant. Before he could even process what was happening, the Thorn Whips within him surged, coiling tighter around what remained of his core. With a precise motion, I had them pluck it free of what little was left of it, and crush it completely. His scream tore through the barn, raw and unrestrained this time, as the vines burrowed deeper, crawling through his meridians and rupturing them one by one. They didn’t stop until they reached his spiritual roots, and when they did, I destroyed those as well, leaving nothing behind.

Silence followed.

Both Sect Leaders stood still, their earlier authority momentarily eclipsed by shock as they processed what they had just witnessed. Cheng Ru’s sobbing filled the void, broken and uneven, a stark contrast to the quiet that had settled over everyone else.

Then Xing Mei snapped.

“That’s not your decision to make!” she shouted, fury blazing in her eyes as she stepped forward. “That is a punishment that my sect—”

“But I caught him,” I interrupted, my voice calm, cutting through her anger with ease.

Xu Ping didn’t speak immediately. Instead, he turned his attention to Zhou Tu, who had gone completely still, her earlier arrogance replaced by a trembling fear she could no longer hide. “You inflicted the same punishment on this traitor as well,” he observed, his tone thoughtful rather than accusatory.

“Cultivation is a gift,” I said, meeting his gaze without hesitation. “Or at least, that’s what I’ve been told. Admittedly, I’m still trying to understand if that’s truly the case. But if it is, then it’s not something that should be abused so carelessly, especially not to harm the balance.”

Xu Ping’s lips curled into a grin, a low chuckle escaping him. “I like this,” he said, clearly pleased. “A fitting punishment!”

Xing Mei, however, remained unconvinced. Her expression tightened, conflict flickering across her features. “Is this truly right?” she asked, her voice quieter now, but no less intense. “My son spoke of you with such admiration, idolizing you as someone magnanimous… but this?”

A wry smile tugged at my lips. Xing Ning’s image of me was… flattering, in a way I didn’t deserve. I wasn’t some benevolent figure acting purely out of kindness. I knew that much, even if I didn’t want to admit it outright.

“I’m only doing my job,” I said simply.

The moment the words left my mouth, something shifted.

My Druidic Insight stirred, reacting in a way I hadn’t felt before, as though acknowledging the truth behind my statement. It wasn’t a surge of power or a sudden clarity, but something subtler, almost… aware.

I paused, the thought catching me off guard.

…Was it responding to me?

A faint unease crept in at the realization. The idea that my abilities, my skills, might possess some form of awareness was not something I had ever considered before.

And now that I had, I wasn’t sure I liked it.

            

    
        048 Supreme Monster

    
    
    
    
                Forest air pressed against my lungs as I leaned back against the rough bark of a towering tree. I left the two cultivators to their sects for interrogation, trusting their methods would be far more thorough than anything I could manage alone.

“This seriously sucks… and here I thought I was imagining things.”

I tried to recall my parents’ faces, to anchor myself to something real, but all I found was a hollow blur, a smudge where warmth should have been. The absence didn’t even hurt the way it should have, and that frightened me more than anything else.

“Consequences, huh?”

It seemed my resurrection had not been perfect.

I thought about Nevle Drol Diurdhcra as I sifted through the thousand years of inherited memories that weren’t mine, yet somehow were. Forests I had never walked felt familiar. Creatures I had never seen felt like old companions. I should have been drowning in it, crushed beneath the weight of so many lives layered over my own fragile sense of self. Yet I wasn’t. I was intact. Functional. Calm, even. That calmness felt wrong, like a still lake hiding something vast and hungry beneath its surface.

“Nevle, come out. Let’s talk,” I called into the empty woods.

Silence answered me, thick and suffocating.

I pushed myself upright, jaw tightening as frustration clawed its way up from somewhere deep inside me. “I know you’re there. Stop hiding and listen to me. Let’s talk.”

The forest remained indifferent, leaves rustling softly as if mocking me. Something inside me snapped then, a fracture spreading through whatever composure I had left.

“Do you think this is funny?” I shouted, the words tearing out of my throat, raw and unfiltered. “I should be dead! I was run over by a truck, for gods’ sake. I felt it. I remember it. I was ready to go… I accepted it. And then I died again. This time more heroically than I’d ever hoped for. I even thought it was a decent ending. So why did you save me? Why?”

The echo of my outburst faded into nothing.

I staggered back a step, suddenly aware of how unhinged I must have sounded, yelling at something that refused to even acknowledge me. Yet the logic held. There was no scenario where I should have survived that Heavenly Tribulation.

But I did.

I had lived, I had found what little peace I could, and I had been content with that being enough. That acceptance hadn’t vanished; it lingered now as a quiet, unsettling truth. I didn’t resent being alive, but I couldn’t understand why I had been brought back against my will.

“That was the responsible thing to do,” I muttered, my voice dropping into something colder, sharper. “That was the Natural Order you’re supposed to uphold, isn’t it? Life, death, balance. You’re the druid part of me, the ancient wisdom, and the guardian of that order. So why interfere? Why break the very cycle you’re meant to protect?” The words sounded absurd even as I spoke them, and I let out a dry, humorless breath. “Right. Of course. Talking to myself. That’s where we are now.”

Again, there was only silence.

“Fine,” I said, bitterness creeping into my tone. “We’ll do this the hard way.”

I was about to literally kill myself just to prove the point, when the sun suddenly blackened like a dead star. The world seemed to hold its breath beneath it, the forest falling into an unnatural stillness. A chill crept down my spine, sharper than any pain I had just endured.

“You wanted to meet me, didn’t you?” a voice murmured, so close it felt like it brushed against my ear. “So, here I am.”

I turned and the world behind me had rotted into something unrecognizable. The ground was no longer soil but a writhing mass of thorn-covered vines, twisting and pulsing like veins beneath diseased flesh. Bones littered the expanse in grotesque abundance: cracked skulls, split ribs, entire skeletons of beasts and birds tangled together with unfamiliar remains.

At the center of it all stood a throne fashioned from decay, a monument of death woven with deliberate care. Seated upon it was a figure that did not quite belong, a silhouette sculpted from living vines into the shape of a man, as if nature itself had tried and failed to imitate humanity.

The thing wore a black-and-white suit, sharp and formal, painfully familiar in a way that made my chest tighten. “Nevle?” I called, the name leaving my mouth uncertainly.

“You seem to be misunderstanding something,” the figure replied, its voice calm, almost amused. “Oh, this is just getting better and better.”

It rose from the throne, and as it did, the vines forming its body withered and peeled away, collapsing into lifeless strands. What remained should have been a man, yet it lacked the most fundamental feature, a face.

I reached up, touching my ears, tracing the unnatural points at their tips. A quiet dread began to coil in my chest.

“Do you understand it now?” the silhouette asked, tilting its head. “You’ve never been Wally, Wo Li, or whatever you chose to call yourself. Fool. I can’t believe it took you this long to realize. You were so deeply entangled in my memories that you mistook them for your own.”

“I… I don’t understand,” I stammered, my voice faltering. “That’s… that’s impossible.” My knees gave out, and I collapsed onto the writhing ground. A sharp pain erupted behind my eyes, as if something inside my skull were being forcibly rearranged.

“Of course you don’t,” the figure said dismissively. “The memories you received were incomplete.”

The world shattered without warning. One moment, I was kneeling among vines and bones; the next, I stood before a convenience store bathed in harsh fluorescent light. The scene felt distant, like watching through a fogged screen, every detail slightly blurred and disconnected.

I saw “Wally” walking out of the store, a plastic bag in hand, completely unaware of what was about to happen. The low rumble of an approaching engine filled the air, growing louder, closer. A ten-wheeler truck barreled down the road. Then, just before it reached him, Wally moved. He stepped forward—no, he threw himself into its path.

The impact came and went in an instant. I flinched violently, breath hitching in my throat. When I blinked, the perspective shifted, and suddenly I was the one lying there, sprawled across the asphalt in a spreading pool of blood. The world felt heavy, suffocating, pressing down from all sides. I felt the fading warmth, the slowing heartbeat, the creeping edge of death I remembered all too well.

A sharp snap cut through everything. The illusion shattered.

I found myself back in that grotesque domain of vines and bones, the blackened sun looming overhead like a silent witness. The faceless figure stood before me once more, unchanged, unmoved. My breath came unevenly as I struggled to reconcile what I had just seen.

“What… was that?” I managed, my voice hoarse. “How did you do that? Who are you?”

The figure paused. For the first time, its form shifted into something complete. Features emerged where there had been none. A face took shape with unsettling clarity, with dark hair falling neatly into place, glasses resting on a composed, intelligent expression. Vines still coiled subtly along his body, but there was no mistaking it now. He looked exactly like the man from the memory.

Wally.

He adjusted his tie and looked down at me with quiet condescension. “It’s a long story. To make it short, there was a War for Supremacy a very long time ago. I lost.” He turned away, walking back toward the throne as though the matter were trivial. “You are my punishment. My prison.”

I forced myself to stand, my legs unsteady but functional, my thoughts racing faster than I could grasp. “Then what am I?” I demanded, the question tearing out of me with raw urgency. “If I’m not Wally, if I’m not Wo Li… then who am I? Am I even real?”

He settled onto the throne, resting his chin lightly against his hand, his posture thoughtful, almost bored. “I don’t know,” he replied. “That’s for you to decide.”

“I don’t get it,” I shot back, frustration boiling over as I stepped forward. “What about you? How are we connected? Why me? Why did I end up in this world? What do you even want from me? And what about Legacy World Online? Why does it exist as a game? None of this makes sense. What are you? Who’s behind all of this?”

“I don’t know,” he said again, his tone unchanged.

Something inside me snapped.

“You don’t know?” I barked, disbelief and anger colliding into something volatile. “Or you just won’t tell me? Because that’s not an answer. It’s a cop-out. None of this makes any sense, and you’re just sitting there acting like it doesn’t matter.”

“You are more foolish than I thought,” he said, his voice dripping with disdain. “You’ll have to find the answers yourself.”

The memories I had clung to and the life I thought I had lived slipped through my fingers the harder I tried to grasp them. Something refused to align, refused to settle into truth.

Then it clicked.

“You’re lying to me,” I said, lifting my head to meet his gaze, certainty anchoring my voice despite the chaos in my mind.

“And why would I?” he replied smoothly. “I speak only the truth.”

“No. You have to be lying,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “I know who I am, and I stand by it.”

Silence.

“What? Talk.” I demanded.

“You are my prison. That much is true,” he said at last. “You are the shadow cast upon the ground, the thing I cannot exist without. A vessel once meant to house my greatness, now reduced to… this.” His gaze dragged over me with open contempt. “A fiddling bacterium. A lesser life form. Pathetic.” He exhaled quietly, something almost nostalgic slipping into his tone. “I miss the days I awoke in perfection, when existence itself bent to my will. Now look at me—reduced, constrained, forced to coexist with something like you.”

My jaw tightened, but I didn’t interrupt.

“Yet you are also my path to redemption.” His voice shifted, losing its mockery, gaining something darker. “I have done terrible things far beyond what you can comprehend. I embraced the cruelty of this reality, indulged in it, shaped it. And now…” His eyes flicked upward, toward the blackened sun. “Now I am given a second chance. I cannot let you die. I will not allow it. More than that, Heaven will not allow it.”

A chill crawled down my spine.

“What do you mean Heaven won’t allow it?” I asked, my voice quieter now.

He raised a hand and pointed upward. “Do you see that?”

I followed his gesture. The dark sun loomed overhead, vast and oppressive, swallowing the sky whole.

“That,” he said, “is your misfortune.”

My breath hitched.

“When you first arrived in this world, it was no larger than a fist,” he continued calmly. “Insignificant. Manageable. But every time you tug at destiny, every time you resurrect someone who should have stayed dead, every time you assert your existence upon the natural order… it grows.” His gaze sharpened. “Every Heavenly Tribulation you survive feeds it. Every imbalance you correct shifts the burden onto you. You bring balance by taking misfortune upon yourself, allowing providence to flourish elsewhere.”

The weight of his words pressed down on me, suffocating.

“I imagine you felt it instinctively,” he added. “That urge to remove yourself from the equation. Admirable, in its own way, but futile.”

Before I could respond, he moved.

One moment, he stood at a distance; the next, he was right in front of me, his hand shooting forward with terrifying speed. I barely registered it before the vines beneath him surged upward, wrapping around his arm and halting him inches from my face. His fingers trembled there, so close I could feel the intent behind them. If they had reached me, they would have taken my eyes without hesitation.

He exhaled slowly, frustration bleeding into his expression. “It would have been so much easier… if it were just me.”

His face began to wither, skin unraveling into brittle leaves that drifted into nothingness. Beneath it, another form emerged. It was a silver-haired elf, eerily familiar yet undeniably different. I stared, my mind racing, trying to reconcile the shifting identities layered before me.

“Nevle,” I said, my voice tight. “What are you?”

The answer didn’t come.

Instead, I felt something else.

My body.

I looked down just in time to see my hand begin to unravel, flesh thinning into fragile leaves that crumbled at the edges. Panic surged as I flexed my fingers, watching them lose form, lose substance. My suit clung to a body that was no longer stable, reflecting the moment of my death with cruel precision.

“I was you,” Nevle said quietly. “An Earthling.” His gaze locked onto mine. “And you are going to become me.”

Darkness swallowed the world in an instant.

Night fell as if existence itself had been snuffed out. The black sun remained, looming larger than ever, its presence suffocating.

“The God of Creation has a sense of humor,” Nevle continued, his voice echoing through the void. “To place me in this body, to be toyed with by the likes of you. To force me into a life shaped by your choices.” His expression twisted, something feral creeping in. “I am no toy. I am no character bound by the rules of a video game. I have lived, just as you have.”

He stepped closer, the air warping around him.

“You wanted to know who I am,” he said softly. “Then listen carefully.” His eyes gleamed with something unhinged, ancient, wrong. “Never forget what is sealed within you. Never forget the monster that lurks in every heart. Never forget the chaos sleeping in your blood.” His lips curled into something grotesque. “Remember my name, you naive fool. Because one day, when everything collapses, when you have nothing left…”

He leaned in, his face inches from mine, his presence overwhelming.

“You will call for me.”

His skin warped, twisting into something monstrous, barely contained.

“And I will answer.”

A pause. A whisper.

“I am the Supreme Monster.”

I opened my eyes.

The world snapped back into place with brutal clarity. I lay sprawled across a tree branch, rough bark digging into my back, the forest stretching endlessly around me as if nothing had happened. My body was whole again, solid, real, but the memory lingered, sharp and undeniable.

I stared up at the sky, breathing slowly, forcing myself to anchor to reality.

“Yeah,” I muttered under my breath, bitterness creeping into my voice. “That settles it.”

I pushed myself upright, gripping the branch as I steadied myself, my mind no longer clouded by confusion but sharpened by something far more dangerous.

“Whoever sent me here…” I said quietly, my gaze hardening as I looked out over the forest.

“They’ve got a lot to answer for.”

Because whatever this was?

It fucking sucked.

            

    
        049 Body Stealer

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Lu Jing]

Having escaped that abomination, Lu Jing’s thoughts no longer lingered on survival, but on the infinite possibilities. Even as a drifting, incomplete soul, he saw the path ahead with unsettling clarity. A second chance at cultivation!

He had once stood at the peak, reaching the limits of the Immortal Realm, only to be smote by the heavens. When he thought all hope was lost, he was then confronted by that mysterious cultivator who seemed to possess powers beyond Lu Jing’s understanding That revelation alone ignited a hunger that eclipsed all else. Now unbound, he would walk that path again. And this time? He would succeed.

His soul drifted through the forest, silent and unseen, searching with purpose. He needed a vessel, one that would not hinder, but accelerate his ascent. Mortals and low-level cultivators passed beneath him like shadows, unworthy of notice.

Then he found one.

A bald young man walked a narrow forest path, his robes simple but clean, his bearing composed. Though faint Qi Condensation fluctuations surrounded him, he carried himself like a monk. He was detached and serene. His hands were cupped as he approached a group of villagers.

“Kind patrons,” he said softly, bowing his head, “this humble monk seeks alms. Even a single grain of rice would be received with gratitude.”

“Shut up, you fake monk! Leave me alone!”

Lu Jing observed him, interest stirring. It was unusual that someone with a cultivation foundation choosing such a humble path. Yet beneath that simplicity, his spiritual roots were clean, well-formed, and, more importantly, compatible.

A suitable vessel.

He waited.

When night fell and the monk settled beneath a tree, slipping into light sleep, Lu Jing moved. His soul descended without hesitation, entering the body like a blade through water. A faint resistance surfaced, instinctual and weak, but it shattered under the force of his will.

Moments later, the young man’s eyes snapped open.

Lu Jing inhaled sharply, grounding himself in the weight of flesh, in the steady rhythm of a living body. He flexed his fingers before turning inward. His cultivation revealed itself instantly and his expression darkened.

During his resurrection, he had already fallen to the Soul Transformation realm, a loss he had begrudgingly accepted.

But now?

Just a measly Nascent Soul.

He exhaled slowly, suppressing the flicker of irritation. This was worse than expected. To fall from such heights to this level was like a sovereign reduced to infancy.

And yet, a faint smile curved his lips.

It didn’t matter.

Because now he knew.

There was something beyond the Immortal Realm. A greater horizon. A higher truth.

Before that distant goal, however, there was a more immediate obstacle. The strange, pointy-eared cultivator was both the answer and the problem. The memory lingered vividly, a presence that defied both the orthodox and unorthodox thoughts. To walk his path freely, Lu Jing would have to surpass it, subdue it, or eliminate it.

For that, he needed strength.

He sifted through the fragmented memories of his new body. What he found was incomplete with sections missing, as though torn away. Still, enough remained to form a rough outline.

Fragments of forest life surfaced. Then came flashes of something more structured: a sect, authority, status.

A young master.

Lu Jing’s smile deepened.

That would be useful.

“From now on, my name is Guo Yimu.”

It was temporary. Once he returned to the peak, he would reclaim his true name without hesitation. Until then, this identity would suffice.

Not long after, voices broke the forest’s quiet.

“Senior Brother Guo Yimu! Is that really you?” one cultivator called out, disbelief evident. “We’ve been searching everywhere. We thought we lost you!”

Another stepped forward, concern evident. “You vanished without a trace. The sect was in an uproar. Are you hurt?”

Lu Jing remained still, observing and analyzing their reactions and expectations. Then, without hesitation, he suppressed his Nascent Soul aura down to Qi Condensation. The shift was seamless.

He inclined his head slightly. “Seniors,” he said calmly, “I’m afraid… I do not recognize you.”

Confusion spread instantly.

“What do you mean?” one frowned. “Guo Yimu, stop joking.”

Lu Jing shook his head, his expression composed but uncertain. “I’m not. My memories… are fractured. There are gaps I cannot fill, faces I cannot recall.”

They exchanged uneasy glances.

“This isn’t like you,” another muttered. “You’ve always been arrogant, sharp-tongued. Now you’re acting like a different person.”

Lu Jing lowered his gaze, letting silence do the rest. There was no need to overplay it. The inconsistency would be blamed on his condition, not deception.

Soon, they brought him back to their sect, the Serenity Cliff Sect, as his memories faintly confirmed. The journey was uneventful, but the attention was not. Concern, suspicion, and relief spread as news of his return circulated.

He was examined by the sect physician, subjected to both spiritual and physical diagnostics. Lu Jing cooperated fully, offering calculated honesty and revealing enough to reinforce his narrative. His composure and eloquence did the rest. Doubt lingered, but it was dulled.

In the end, he gained what he needed most.

Privacy.

Using his amnesia as justification, Lu Jing entered seclusion without resistance. Behind closed doors, the mask fell away, clarity returning to his eyes.

This body had potential, but it was flawed.

Its spiritual roots were primarily water-aligned, refined but narrow. Yet beneath that surface lay something far more valuable. It was rare and powerful shadow roots. It was so frustratingly and completely undeveloped.

Lu Jing wasted no time.

Drawing upon many centuries of experience, he began refining the foundation of his cultivation, restructuring it at its core. What would take an ordinary cultivator years, if not decades, he completed with ruthless precision. Every flaw was corrected, every inefficiency stripped away.

In less than a week, the transformation was complete.

The shadow roots awakened fully, intertwining with his foundation in seamless harmony as he discarded the water roots. Lu Jing opened his eyes slowly. A trace of darkness flickered within them before settling into stillness.

A new path had begun.

And this time, he would not stop until he stood above everything.

Months passed in steady, deliberate progress. Lu Jing adapted flawlessly to the identity of Guo Yimu, wearing his face, status, and reputation as though they had always been his. Within the Serenity Cliff Sect, Guo Yimu had long been regarded as a genius, and Lu Jing built upon that foundation without hesitation. Every gesture, tone, and reaction was carefully controlled until it ceased to feel like an act and became instinct.

He did not merely imitate Guo Yimu. Instead, he rewrote himself to fit the role.

One afternoon, as he walked through the inner courtyard, two familiar figures approached. Without pause, Lu Jing inclined his head, his expression calm.

“Elder Brother. Father.”

Guo Yuti circled him with a grin. “You’ve grown your hair out again,” he remarked lightly. “What happened? Gave up on being a monk? I thought you’d be chanting scriptures for life.”

“Enough,” Guo Yume cut in, his tone sharp. “Leave us. I need to speak with him alone.”

Guo Yuti raised his hands in mock surrender, smirking as he departed.

Once they were alone, the air grew heavier.

“When you returned,” Guo Yume said, his gaze stern, “you failed to pay respects to me or the Sect Leader. Do you understand how improper that is?”

Lu Jing lowered his head immediately. “This son was unfilial. My memories were in disarray, and I failed in my duties. I ask Father for forgiveness. It will not happen again.”

Guo Yume studied him, then exhaled. “Fine. Just remember your place.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Now, why are you here?”

Behind his composed exterior, Lu Jing’s thoughts moved swiftly.

Over the past months, he had refined the shadow roots into something greater. They’ve been elevated into dark roots, far superior to the body’s original foundation. Yet even that was insufficient. His goal lay beyond. It was to acquire the abyssal roots, a pinnacle he had never reached in his previous life. His progress had stalled. To advance further, he needed resources such as pills, spirit stones, and anything that could push him forward.

“Father, this son has made significant progress in cultivation. I have come to request additional resources such as pills, spirit stones, anything that may aid further advancement.” A faint smile touched his lips. “At this rate, it may not be long before I surpass my peers. Perhaps… the Guo Clan may soon hold two elder positions within the sect.”

The words were bold.

To support them, Lu Jing released a fraction of his true cultivation.

The air shifted as a Core Formation spiritual pressure pressed outward, heavy and undeniable.

Guo Yume’s composure shattered. “Core Formation?” he exclaimed. “How is this possible? You were at Qi Condensation not long ago!”

Lu Jing remained calm, allowing the pressure to linger before withdrawing it.

Excitement replaced shock. “No, this won’t do,” Guo Yume said, stepping forward. “We’ll spar. Now.”

They moved to an open training ground, swords drawn.

The clash ended almost instantly.

Guo Yume, a Foundation Establishment cultivator, stood no chance. Lu Jing’s movements were precise and overwhelming. In two clean exchanges, he disarmed and subdued him completely.

Silence followed.

“It’s true!” Guo Yume shouted, exhilaration breaking through as he broke through the silence. “My son is a heaven-defying genius!”

Lu Jing sheathed his sword, expression modest. “This son was fortunate. During my time of memory loss, I encountered a rare opportunity, a herb known as the Noctis Umbra Bloom. It absorbs the essence of night. Consuming it refined my foundation and accelerated my cultivation.”

The explanation was smooth and plausible. The herb existed, though its rarity bordered on myth.

From that day on, Lu Jing’s standing within the Guo Clan and the sect rose sharply.

Yet beneath the surface, not everything was under his control.

At times, the true Guo Yimu stirred deep within, his will pushing back, faint but persistent.

Lu Jing handled it without hesitation. He sealed that consciousness within a constructed illusion, trapping it in a fabricated reality where it could neither interfere nor awaken. Out of sight. Out of mind.

Time flowed swiftly.

Within a year, bolstered by the vast resources at his disposal, Lu Jing achieved what he had once deemed impossible. The dark roots evolved further, collapsing inward and reshaping into something deeper, more absolute.

Abyssal roots.

They pulsed within him like a void given form, devouring and refining energy with terrifying efficiency.

With that transformation came a surge in cultivation. His Nascent Soul stabilized, strengthened, and rose steadily until it reached the peak of its realm.

“Just a few more…”

Beyond the Nascent Soul lay the Soul Transformation.

And Lu Jing stood at its threshold, closer than ever.

His cultivation advanced with an ease that would have driven others to despair. He had already walked this path once. He stumbled, risen, and clawed his way toward the summit. What others struggled to grasp, he remembered. What others feared, he embraced.

At the Soul Transformation realm, most cultivators misunderstood the nature of the soul. They believed in a single essence anchoring their existence.

They were wrong.

A cultivator possessed six souls: a primary soul rooted in the heart, a secondary soul within the head, and four tertiary souls distributed across the limbs. Together, they formed a complete yet fragile whole.

Within those six souls lay the capacity to house six laws.

To assimilate a law was not merely to understand it, but to embody it and to become its manifestation. For most, this required decades of contemplation.

For Lu Jing, it required none.

He began with his primary soul.

The Nascent Soul within his heart trembled, then transformed as it absorbed the Law of Abyss. Darkness coiled within him. It was not the mere absence of light, but something heavier. It was the memory of failure, the suffocating despair he had felt when he stood before the threshold beyond the Immortal Realm and could not cross it.

Once, that despair had nearly consumed him.

Now, he refined it.

The Abyss became his foundation.

Next came the secondary soul.

The Law of Death, once his core, shifted into his mind.

Then, one by one, the remaining souls awakened to the laws of the world.

Space unfolded within his limbs, granting instinctive control over distance and distortion. Power surged through him, reinforcing every aspect of his existence. Loss seeped quietly into his being, shaping his understanding of absence and sacrifice. And finally, Lies wove into his essence, bending perception until even reality felt negotiable.

Six souls.

Six laws.

Complete.

Lu Jing opened his eyes, the world settling into sharper clarity. Only four years had passed since he claimed this body, yet he had surpassed what others achieved in centuries or even thousands of years.

Without interference, it would have taken longer.

But something had intervened.

A figure stood before him, bearing the presence of Nascent Soul cultivation, his posture respectful.

“Congratulations on your breakthrough,” the Dark Order cultivator said with a slight bow.

Lu Jing regarded him calmly. The mysterious pill and resources this cultivator provided had accelerated his progress, smoothing the final barriers.

Even so, it was not enough.

He needed the Immortal Realm, and soon.

“Report,” he said, his tone even, yet heavy with authority.

…

..

.

[POV: Teng Hua]

Teng Hua stood within the dim chamber, his expression composed despite the tension beneath it. The Dark Order had suffered repeated setbacks, each more severe than the last.

The attempt to seize the Shén had failed, though that outcome had been anticipated. The Willow Order’s hidden strength remained an unpredictable variable.

That failure was tolerable.

However, the failure of their operatives in staging the invasion and the resurrection of their ancestor? It was a different matter entirely. They have disastrous consequences, reaching several domains.

Teng Hua had spent years embedding himself within enemy territory, building influence while risking exposure at every turn. To see those efforts yield so little was unacceptable.

There was, however, one silver lining. The ancestor lived, which raised a more troubling question. What had happened to the operatives sent to the Twin Mountains Domain to retrieve and revive him? Had they failed? Been eliminated? Had the ancestor himself dealt with them?

Teng Hua dismissed the thought. From all prior interactions, the ancestor had been cooperative, even receptive. There had been no sign of hostility, which meant something else had intervened.

And that unknown factor was far more dangerous.

Across the continent, the situation had deteriorated rapidly. Outposts were falling. Hidden bases were being exposed and destroyed. The Willow Order, once reactive, had begun striking with precision.

Teng Hua stepped forward and bowed. “Ancestor, the continent is becoming increasingly unstable. The Willow Order has begun full retaliation. Our forces are suffering heavy losses. Our agents had been compromised, and continuously being weeded out. I advise withdrawal and regrouping at the main base. Preserving our strength now may determine our survival later.”

“No.”

The single word cut cleanly through the air.

The ancestor’s gaze bore down on him, cold fury beneath its surface. “I am close,” he said. “Closer than I have been since my fall. I will not abandon this opportunity.”

A dangerous edge entered his voice.

“There is still a debt to settle. So, any news of my quarry?”

Teng Hua lowered his head, masking the tension in his eyes. He had heard fragments of this mysterious cultivator, whispers without substance. Even with his resources, he had uncovered nothing concrete.

Whoever this person was…?

They were extraordinary.

Extraordinary enough to command the ancestor’s fixation.

“I understand,” Teng Hua said carefully. “I will have my subordinates intensify the search. We will find this individual.”

He straightened, composure restored.

“You will have results.”
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                Five years ago.

The moment I learned through the findings of the two sects that Lu Jing might be within the Serenity Lake Domain, I did not hesitate. I returned home at once and informed Li Qing, leaving the continuation of the search in their hands. From that day onward, a restless unease settled deep within my chest. Every waking moment reminded me that a dangerous cultivator roamed free, a quiet but unrelenting voice urged me to act, to fulfill a duty I could neither define nor ignore. It followed me even as I stepped back into my forest, reclaiming my robes and my ring, as though the land itself expected something of me.

It was there that the Old Crow confronted me.

“You should slow down,” he croaked from his perch, his beady eyes glinting with something far more knowing than before.

“There is too much to do,” I replied without hesitation, my voice tighter than I intended. “And it feels like there is not enough time.”

The Old Crow tilted his head, studying me in silence before he spoke again, his tone shifting into something heavier. “I know you, Wo Li. Far more than you think. This is not the first time we’ve crossed paths.”

His words stopped me cold. I turned toward him fully, my thoughts momentarily unraveling. What followed was something I had never expected to hear. He spoke of another world, one beyond this realm, and of a past life where he had been nothing more than a pet to a warlock I had slain. The revelation struck me with equal parts disbelief and clarity. For so long, I had questioned the nature of my existence, haunted by the fragmented memories of a life that felt like a distant dream.

“So, Legacy World Online had been a real world, too, huh?”

Hearing the Old Crow speak so matter-of-factly about that world grounded me in a way I had not anticipated. It meant I was not imagining things. It meant I was real.

And yet, that truth did little to quiet the unease within me.

“You should take it easy,” the Old Crow continued, his voice lowering. “Or you might lose your way, just like my master did. He was consumed by the dark arts in the end, blind to everything else.”

I frowned, unable to place the figure he spoke of. I had taken countless quests in that other world, slain enemies without number. As the ‘player,’ I had always felt detached, as though none of it truly mattered. Even now, with thousands of years of inherited memories from my game character, the same detachment lingered. Faces blurred together, names faded into nothing. His master could have been anyone.

But that did not matter.

“I must do this,” I said, my voice steady despite the storm within me. “I cannot stop. There are things I can do, and so I will do them. If I had been more active? If I had taken responsibility sooner? Then perhaps none of this would have happened. Not to me, and not to the people around me.”

I clenched my fists, anger flickering beneath the surface. “This is not a fantasy. This world does not bend to my wishes. I have power, yes, but I have also seen my own weakness. And I refuse to ignore it. Just as I am responsible for my actions, I am responsible for this world.”

The Old Crow stared at me for a long moment, his silence stretching until it nearly became oppressive. Then, at last, he gave a low, rasping chuckle.

“Very well,” he said. “Then remember this, my murder will be by your side.”

From that day forward, I wandered the continent, moving from one hidden base of the Willow Order’s intelligence network to another. I gathered information, uprooted threats, and prepared myself for whatever lay ahead.

And now, five years later, the sky itself bore witness to my actions.

A canopy of crows cawed above, their dark forms blotting out the heavens as they circled overhead in a churning mass. Before me, a mountain lay ensnared by my Thorn Whips, its surface cracked and splintered as flames consumed what remained from bombing the place with Sunlight Orbs. The air reeked of ash and charred earth, the aftermath of yet another eradicated threat.

This was just one of the many confirmed bases of the Dark Order.

A soft flutter broke through the distant cawing as Willow descended, her owl form graceful as she landed upon a nearby branch.

“Master,” she said, her voice calm and clear, “none have survived this time.”

I exhaled slowly, the tension in my shoulders easing just slightly. “Thank you for the report,” I replied. Then, with a faint shake of my head, I added, “But you do not need to call me master. It feels… strange, especially when you were once my teacher.”

Willow’s golden eyes regarded me with quiet amusement. “You are the master of every forest now,” she said simply. “Titles need not be so rigid. If it troubles you, then we can both be masters.”

I let out a soft breath, choosing not to argue further.

Around us stood dozens of cultivators from the Willow Order, each at the Core Formation realm, their white robes marked with the emblem of a willow tree upon their backs. They had come as support, a silent assurance in case the situation had turned beyond my control.

In other words, babysitters.

“You are dismissed,” I said, my voice carrying across the scorched battlefield.

In unison, they cupped their fists and bowed. Without a word, they departed, their figures disappearing into the distance as swiftly as they had arrived, leaving me alone with Willow.

“Thank you,” I said quietly. “For joining me in this.”

She inclined her head, accepting the words without ceremony.

In truth, I had seen more killing and crippling in these five years than I had ever imagined possible. At first, each life taken had left a mark, a lingering echo that refused to fade. But over time, that hesitation dulled. Ruthlessness became a necessity. If I could, I would strip cultivators of their power, leave them alive but harmless. Yet killing… killing was easier. Simpler. Cleaner. It frightened me how natural it had become, how little I felt when it was done.

There was no satisfaction, no regret. Only a hollow apathy that stretched endlessly within me. I knew where it came from. The inherited memories of my former self, the countless battles fought as a detached ‘player,’ and the presence of that ‘monster’ within me. They had shaped me into something colder than I ever intended to be.

Willow’s voice cut gently through my thoughts. “What is next, Master?”

“A funeral,” I answered without hesitation. “I’m gonna attend a funeral.”

She studied me for a moment before asking, “Do you want me to come with you?”

I shook my head. “It is fine. Give my regards to the others. Also, ask Li Qing about their progress on the cultivator I asked her to find. I’m losing patience.”

“I understand, I shall tell her,” Willow’s feathers shifted slightly as she continued, “Zhen Ai and Old Black have both expressed their desire to join you in your fight against the Dark Order.”

A faint frown touched my lips. “Zhen Ai cannot. She has a son. The boy needs her more than this war does.” I paused briefly before adding, “As for Old Black, I would rather he remain in the forest. Someone has to keep it in check while I am gone.”

I glanced at her, another thought surfacing. “What about Roo?”

For the first time, something akin to amusement flickered in her gaze. “The kangaroo has begun wandering beyond the forest. He has taken to picking fights with passing cultivators.”

I winced, pressing a hand lightly against my forehead. “That sounds like him.”

Roo had always been… unpredictable. It was part of his charm, but also his greatest flaw. A quiet concern stirred within me despite myself. “Hopefully, he does not get himself killed because of his own antics,” I muttered.

Straightening, I let the moment pass. “Make your report to Li Qing,” I instructed. “And begin preparations for the next target.”

Willow tilted her head slightly. “Do you require rest?”

I let out a faint breath, almost amused by the question. “I do not even get tired.”

Before she could respond, I shifted my focus inward, calling upon the familiar transformation.

“Wild Shape: Eagle.”

The world shifted in an instant as my body reshaped, my vision sharpening, my form becoming light and swift. With a powerful beat of my wings, I took to the sky, the swarm of crows rising with me as though drawn by an unseen tether. They had become constant companions over the years. They were loyal and ever-present. Wherever I went, they followed, a dark tide against the heavens.

By the time we reached the Steel Mountain Domain, the gathering below was already vast. Figures filled the area, their auras steady and restrained, the atmosphere heavy with grief. I descended from the sky, releasing my Wild Shape as my feet touched the ground just beyond the crowd. The crows dispersed at once, melting into the surroundings as though they had never been there.

As I stepped forward, people began to part, their gazes lingering on me. Some recognized me, no doubt. My ears alone were enough to set me apart. Whispers stirred, but none dared approach.

Among the crowd, I caught sight of familiar robes, the cultivators of the Stone Spire Sect.

“Wo Li!” a voice called out.

I turned to see Kang Wen making his way toward me, recognition clear in his expression. “I will lead you to the Sect Leader,” he said, already gesturing for me to follow.

I gave a small nod and walked beside him, the murmurs fading into the background as we moved through the gathered cultivators. It was not long before I stood before two figures whose presence commanded the space around them.

Sect Leader Xu Ping of the Stone Spire Sect stood with his usual composed demeanor, while beside him was Sect Leader Xing Mei of the Steel Sky Sect. I inclined my head briefly toward Xu Ping in greeting before turning my full attention to Xing Mei.

“I have safeguarded your son’s body,” I said, my voice steady despite the weight of the moment. “And I did everything I could.”

The memory lingered of the spells I had cast, the attempts I had made. Resurrection techniques, soul-calling rituals… all had failed. Either his soul had already passed on, or he had chosen not to return. I really tried my best.

I plucked the storage ring from my finger that once belonged to Xing Ning and held it out to her.

Xing Mei accepted it with both hands, her composure wavering just slightly. “Thank you,” she said, her voice soft but sincere.

There was nothing more to say.

The funeral began shortly after.

I stood among the gathered cultivators, observing in silence as the rites were carried out. The body was placed upon a prepared platform, adorned with simple offerings such as incense, spirit talismans, and tokens of remembrance. One by one, individuals stepped forward to pay their respects, bowing deeply, their movements solemn and deliberate.

I followed suit when the time came.

Stepping forward, I mimicked what I had seen, such as cupping my fists and lowering my head in a respectful bow. I lit a stick of incense and placed it among the others, watching as the thin trail of smoke curled upward into the air.

I took a seat with Kang Wen, Kang Kong, and Xu Lei at one of the low wooden tables arranged along the edge of the gathering. The air was thick with the scent of wine and incense, grief mingling with forced attempts at normalcy. Cups were already half-filled, their surfaces trembling faintly with each careless movement.

Kang Kong leaned forward with an eager grin, his cheeks flushed from drink as he raised the wine jar. “Young Master Xu Lei, it is an honor to share a table with you. Truly, the future of the Stone Spire Sect shines brightest in your hands!”

Without waiting for a response, he hurriedly poured wine into Xu Lei’s cup, his movements slightly unsteady but filled with exaggerated reverence.

Kang Wen immediately reached over and smacked the back of his nephew’s head. “Have you no shame? Acting like this in front of a guest?” he scolded, though his own slurred tone betrayed how much he had already drunk.

Grumbling under his breath, Kang Kong turned and filled Kang Wen’s cup next, muttering, “Then Uncle can drink more and calm down.”

Xu Lei chuckled faintly at their antics before his gaze shifted toward me. Despite the alcohol in his system, there was still a trace of clarity behind his eyes. He picked up the wine jar and tilted it slightly. “Senior Wo Li, would you like a cup?”

I nodded once. “Thank you.”

He poured carefully, the wine flowing in a steady stream before he handed it over. I accepted it, the warmth of the cup seeping into my palm as I lifted it slightly, though I did not drink immediately.

My gaze drifted beyond the table.

Xing Mei stood beside her son’s resting place, her figure unmoving, her expression carved from quiet sorrow. Even from a distance, the weight she carried was unmistakable. The world around her continued, voices rising and falling, cups clinking, yet she remained isolated within her grief.

Xu Lei exhaled slowly, his shoulders slumping as he stared into his cup. “I tried,” he said, his voice thick with alcohol. “I truly did. I looked into Xing Ning’s disappearance… searched every lead I could find.” He let out a bitter laugh. “But I found nothing. Not a single trace.”

His words hung heavy in the air.

I remained silent, but I understood. If he and Xing Ning had managed to meet back then? If their peace talks had succeeded? Perhaps the war between their sects would have ended far sooner. Perhaps things would have turned out differently.

Regret was not his alone.

Xing Ning had been the first friend I made in this world. And yet, when it mattered most, I had not been there.

Kang Kong waved a hand dismissively, nearly spilling his drink. “None of that was your fault,” he said, his tone firm despite his drunken state. “You did what you could. Blaming yourself now won’t change anything.”

Xu Lei did not respond, only lowering his gaze further.

Beside me, Kang Wen suddenly leaned in close, his breath heavy with wine as he slung an arm over my shoulder. “Senior Wo Li,” he said loudly, his voice brimming with intoxicated fervor, “when you find the bastards responsible for this, let me join you this time! Those Dark Order scums deserve to die!”

Before I could respond, something solid jabbed into my back.

“I’M ALIVE! I’M ALIVE! PLEASE STOP MY FUNERAL!”

The voice rang out clearly in my mind. It was panicked, desperate, and unmistakably familiar.

My body stiffened.

Without hesitation, I shoved Kang Wen away, my movements abrupt enough to nearly send him tumbling from his seat. The presence behind me vanished just as suddenly as it had appeared, leaving a hollow silence in its wake.

Kang Wen blinked at me, thoroughly confused. “What was that for?” he asked, rubbing his shoulder.

I did not answer.

Instead, my gaze locked onto the sword at his waist.

Blackedge Eclipse.

The sword I had once given to Xing Ning.

My hand moved before my thoughts could catch up. I reached out and grasped the hilt, pulling the sword free in one smooth motion. The weight was familiar, grounding, yet my heart stirred in a way it had not in years.

I held it close, my grip tightening slightly.

“Is that you, Xing Ning?” I asked, my voice low but steady. “Are you… alive?”

“YES! YES FUCKING DAMN IT! SENIOR, I’M ALIVE!”
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                “Yes, yes! It’s me, it’s really me! I’m Xing Ning!”

The voice came from the sword, frantic and overlapping with itself, as if afraid I might miss it. Only I could hear it, clear as day, echoing within my mind. It reminded me immediately of my Voice of the World ability. Without it, to everyone else, the blade was nothing more than a silent artifact.

“It’s Xing Ning,” I said aloud.

The table fell silent.

Kang Wen’s drunken haze vanished almost instantly as qi surged through his body, forcing the alcohol out. His posture straightened, his eyes sharpening with disbelief. “What do you mean it’s Xing Ning?” he demanded.

I didn’t answer him. Instead, I turned and walked straight toward the platform where Xing Ning’s body lay.

Murmurs rippled through the gathered cultivators as I approached, their confusion growing with every step I took. Even I found it hard to believe. I had never known this sword to possess such an ability. How had Xing Ning ended up within it? Was it a last resort? A coincidence? Or something else entirely?

I reached the platform and placed the Blackedge Eclipse gently over his body.

“What is he doing?”

“Why is he putting the sword there?”

“Has grief driven him mad?”

“Careful, that’s the Lord Immortal we are talking about…”

The whispers grew louder, sharper.

Footsteps approached from behind, and Xing Mei’s voice cut through the noise. “What is the meaning of this?”

I glanced at her briefly before answering, “Your son may still be alive.”

Impatience got the better of me. Before she could respond, I raised my staff and brought it down against the ground with a firm thump.

“Revive Life.”

The earth responded instantly. The platform trembled before the ground beneath it softened and gave way, swallowing everything from the body, the sword, and the offerings into the depths below.

“No, my son!” Xing Mei cried out, her composure finally breaking.

I extended my staff outward, stopping her from rushing forward. “Leave this to me.”

Above us, the sky darkened.

Clouds churned violently, gathering into a spiraling mass as heaven itself took notice. The oppressive pressure descended almost immediately, thick and suffocating. Heavenly Tribulation was forming.

A faint smile tugged at my lips.

It was working.

I knew it was arrogant of me to defy the heavens like this, to drag someone back from the brink when even my previous attempts had failed. But I did not hesitate. If this succeeded, then the cost, whatever it might be, would be mine to bear.

Lightning roared overhead.

Then, slowly, the earth shifted once more.

Something was being returned.

The ground parted, and the Blackedge Eclipse was spat back onto the surface. Only the sword. I frowned. That was wrong. The body should have returned as well, restored. But there was nothing. No flesh, no form. Just the blade.

Before I could process it further, the heavens struck.

“Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.”

My body transformed, raw natural energy surging through me as I braced myself. Lightning crashed down, tearing into me with relentless fury. Pain exploded across every inch of my being, burning, searing, overwhelming, but I held on. Strike after strike descended, each one threatening to tear me apart, yet I endured, gritting my teeth through the agony.

I would not let go.

Not now.

When the storm finally subsided, I released the transformation, my body returning to normal as the last remnants of lightning faded into the air.

Before I could catch my breath, a hand grabbed my sleeve.

“My son! Where’s my son!?” Xing Mei cried, her voice trembling with desperation.

I opened my mouth, only to hesitate.

“I… don’t know.”

The words felt inadequate and hollow.

A hand burst out from the flat side of the sword.

It clawed at the ground, fingers digging into the dirt as it struggled to pull itself free. Slowly, impossibly, half of Xing Ning’s body emerged from the blade, as though he were forcing his way out of another dimension.

“This feels weird and wrong in many ways,” Xing Ning said, his voice strained.

Chaos erupted.

“It’s a ghost!”

“An evil spirit!”

“Draw your weapons!”

Cultivators all around us reacted instantly, hands flying to hilts, qi surging as spells began to form. Panic spread like wildfire, the situation spiraling out of control in mere seconds.

Xing Mei stepped forward.

“Everyone, calm down!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the chaos. She turned toward Xing Ning, her expression trembling between hope and fear. “Is it really you?”

Xing Ning nodded weakly. “Mom…”

The single word broke something within her.

I stepped closer, eyeing his half-emerged state. “Do you need help?”

He gave a strained nod. “I’m… stuck.”

I grabbed the sword by the hilt and began pulling. When I couldn’t even make it budge, I started swinging downward in short, controlled motions, trying to force the rest of him out.

Xing Ning flailed wildly. “Be gentle! BE GENTLE!”

“I AM BEING GENTLE!” I shot back.

With one final tug, he popped free and tumbled onto the ground. He quickly pushed himself up and stumbled toward Xing Mei, his face lighting up as he reached out to embrace her, only to pass straight through her.

“It really is a ghost!” someone screamed.

Panic surged once more, louder than before.

I stood there, staring at Xing Ning and realized I had no idea where to even begin unraveling what had just happened.

Why had he returned like this?

Revive Life should have restored flesh, bone, and breath. It should have brought him back whole. Instead, I had pulled him from somewhere beyond… and what returned was a spirit anchored to a blade. It felt wrong, yet not entirely unnatural. My gaze drifted to the pitch-black sword in my hand. Blackedge Eclipse. I could not remember it ever possessing such an ability, not even when accounting for the layered innate skills embedded within it. Even its flavor text no matter how exaggerated or legendary should not have allowed this.

And yet, my Druidic Insight remained silent.

That meant only one thing.

This phenomenon existed within the Natural Order.

Strange… but permissible.

Which meant Xing Ning, in this state, was not an abomination.

Xing Mei stepped forward, her hands trembling as she reached toward her son, only for them to pass through him again. Her voice broke as she spoke. “What happened to you? How did you die?”

Xing Ning’s expression darkened. “I… don’t know exactly how I ended up like this,” he admitted. Then his gaze shifted, sharp and cold. “But I know how I died.”

He turned toward Kang Wen.

“Why did you betray me?”

The air froze.

In an instant, cultivators surrounded Kang Wen, their auras rising, their vigilance absolute. Even I felt a flicker of surprise. Of all possibilities… this was not one I had considered.

Kang Wen did not resist.

He was crying.

“I thank the heavens… I thank the heavens that the young master is alive,” he said hoarsely, his voice trembling. “I have regretted that day more times than I can count…”

A suffocating pressure descended.

Xu Lie had risen to his feet, his drunkenness gone, his spiritual pressure crushing down on everyone present. His expression was colder than I had ever seen it. “Why?” he asked, his voice quiet but filled with fury. “Why did you do it?”

Behind Kang Wen, Xu Ping stepped forward, his presence sealing off any path of retreat. There would be no escape.

“This must be a misunderstanding,” Xing Mei said quickly, her voice unsteady but resolute. “Kang Wen has always been loyal to our sect. He would never—” She faltered, then turned to him. “Uncle… explain yourself.”

Xing Ning’s voice cut through hers, sharp as steel. “Why did you do it?”

Silence stretched.

Then Kang Wen slowly raised his arm… and pointed at me.

“It’s because of him.”

I could have silenced him. One word, one motion, and this would end before it began.

But I didn’t.

I wanted to hear this.

Kang Wen’s voice rose, raw and filled with bitterness. “Do you know how unfair it is?” he demanded, his gaze locked onto me. “The first time we met, you saved my life. I thought… I thought you were someone sent by the heavens themselves.” His laugh was hollow, broken. “And then I watched you kill Long Xue… and bring him back like it was nothing.”

His hands clenched.

“Do you know what that does to a man?” he continued. “To see life and death treated so lightly? To realize everything we fight for… everything we lose… can be undone just like that?” His voice cracked. “Was the war meaningless? Were the sacrifices of my brothers and sisters meaningless?”

“Meaningless?” Xing Ning exploded, his voice trembling with fury. “It’s because we can die that it has meaning!” He gestured wildly at himself. “Look at me! Look at me, Kang Wen! I’m dead! I’m dead… and I came back like this!”

His voice dropped, heavy with accusation. “What did they promise you? What was worth betraying your own sect? Have you no shame?”

“I am ashamed!” Kang Wen shouted, his composure finally shattering.

He fell to his knees.

“They promised…” His voice softened, hollow and distant. “They promised a world where everyone could cultivate. A fair chance at immortality for all.” His hands trembled as he spoke. “They promised a paradise… the return of an age where immortals filled the stars… a universe where true cultivation thrived.”

He lowered his head.

“I was tempted,” he admitted quietly. “And I did what I did. I have no excuse.”

Slowly, he stretched out his arms.

“Please,” he said. “Give me my punishment.”

The moment hung heavy.

Xing Mei stepped forward, her sword sliding free from its sheath with a sharp, ringing sound.

Before she could act, Kang Kong rushed between them, his face pale with desperation. “Wait!” he pleaded, spreading his arms wide as if to shield Kang Wen. “Please, don’t do this!”

Murmurs spread like ripples through still water.

Some of the cultivators looked at Kang Wen with sympathy, others with anger, but more and more of their gazes began to drift toward me. I could feel it in the shift of their expressions, the subtle tightening of their posture.

“If what he said is true…”

“He can defy life and death…”

“What does that make him…?”

Their voices were hushed, but the weight behind them was not. The moment they understood, even partially, that I could bring back the dead, something changed. Reverence, fear, suspicion… it all blended into something unstable.

Xu Ping’s voice cut through it all.

“SILENCE!”

The pressure behind his words crushed the rising noise instantly, forcing the gathering back into uneasy quiet.

I stepped forward.

“Let me inflict the punishment,” I said.

Every eye turned to me.

Xing Mei hesitated. The conflict in her eyes was clear. It was filled with grief, anger, and doubt, all warring within her. Before she could speak, Xu Ping gave a slow nod.

“I see no issue with it,” he said evenly.

Xing Mei closed her eyes briefly, then opened them again, resolve settling in. “Very well… I agree.”

Kang Kong looked between us, his expression torn, but when I approached, he stepped aside.

I stopped in front of Kang Wen.

For a moment, I said nothing.

‘I am the balance.’

That was what I had once thought.

Now, standing before a man who had fought for his sect for years, who had broken under the weight of something I had unknowingly shown him, I realized how hollow that belief had been. I had not balanced anything. I had simply tipped scales without understanding their weight.

A familiar voice slithered through my mind.

‘You don’t have it in you,’ the monster whispered, amused. ‘In the end, you are nothing more than a hypocrite.’

I didn’t argue.

I had always known that.

Hypocrisy was not something I could escape. It was part of being mortal, wanting justice, yet bending it when it suited us. I had made peace with that long ago.

Behind me, Xing Ning spoke, his voice quieter now, tinged with something heavy. “He kept the sword with him all this time… because of guilt. He couldn’t make peace with what he did.”

There was a pause.

“Mother… Senior Wo Li… is it alright if I decide his punishment?”

I glanced at him.

Despite his current form, despite everything, there was sincerity in his expression, something steady, something resolved.

I exhaled softly. “I have no problem with it.”

Xing Mei followed after a brief moment. “Neither do I.”

Xing Ning turned toward me and, to my surprise, lowered himself into a kowtow. “Thank you.”

Then he faced Kang Wen.

“Kang Wen,” he said, his voice firm despite its ghostly echo, “from this day forward, you are exiled. You are to leave and never appear before us again.”

A wave of shock rippled through the crowd.

“That’s it?”

“Exile?”

“After everything he’s done?”

Kang Wen himself trembled, his head snapping up in disbelief. “No… that’s not enough,” he said hoarsely. “Please—punish me properly. I deserve more than this.”

I spoke before Xing Ning could respond. “The decision has been made.”

Kang Wen looked at me, desperation etched into his face.

“You must go.”

The words fell like a final verdict.

Slowly, his strength seemed to drain from him. He lowered his head, his shoulders slumping, and said nothing more. Around us, the gathering remained tense, unsettled. The funeral had lost its shape, its purpose fractured by everything that had transpired. Yet the heaviness lingered, thicker than before.

I turned away.

This… this was exactly why I should not involve myself too deeply. Every time I stepped in, I disrupted something I did not fully understand. Perhaps it would be better to keep my distance… to act, but not remain.

A flutter of wings broke through my thoughts.

An owl descended from the sky, landing lightly nearby.

Willow.

She looked at me, her golden eyes sharp. “I have good news.”

That caught my attention.

For all my efforts, tracking Lu Jing had been anything but easy. Even knowing he was within the Serenity Lake Domain, even with the aid of the Willow Order and the countless eyes of the forest, he had remained elusive. He was lying low, gathering strength.

The question was how long it would take before he returned to his peak.

Willow spoke again. “We have found signs of the Lu Jing you are searching for.”

I nodded once.

Then I turned back briefly to the others. “I have somewhere else to be,” I said, excusing myself without further explanation.

Without waiting for a response, I stepped away, already knowing where I needed to go next.
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There were a total of five Nascent Soul cultivators deployed to this continent for the operation.

Long Xue had been assigned to spearhead the capture of the Shén, while Zhao Yan had been tasked with resurrecting their ancestor. Cheng Ru infiltrated the Steel Sky Sect, and Zhou Tu entered the Stone Spire Sect to incite chaos, assist Zhao Yan, and ensure the success of the mission no matter the cost.

Then there was Teng Hua.

Unlike the others, his existence had been hidden even within the Dark Order itself. He was the contingency, the final knife concealed in the dark. His purpose had never been glory or conquest. He was meant to preserve their remaining strength and remain dormant until the Dark Order’s main force completed its campaign in another continent. Only then would they descend upon this land in earnest and crush what remained of the Willow Order.

Unfortunately, Teng Hua no longer had the luxury of remaining hidden.

The Willow Order had reacted far faster than expected. One after another, the Dark Order’s hidden mountain bases had been discovered and destroyed with frightening precision. Teng Hua sat alone within the dimly lit room, his fingers tapping lightly against the wooden table as he reviewed the reports spread before him.

He still could not understand how they had been exposed.

The locations of those bases were known only to trusted operatives. Some had even been abandoned decades ago and secretly reactivated for the operation. Yet the Willow Order found them all the same, as though a divine eye hovered over the continent itself.

Their greatest mistake had been allowing Long Xue to personally spearhead the capture of the Shén.

At the time, it had seemed reasonable. Long Xue possessed overwhelming cultivation, powerful treasures, and techniques refined through centuries of slaughter. Against a declining Willow Order, his strength should have been absolute. In hindsight, however, they should have used a third party instead. They should have manipulated neighboring sects or ignited conflict from the shadows rather than revealing themselves directly.

The moment the Willow Order became aware of the Dark Order’s existence, retaliation came swiftly and mercilessly.

Teng Hua narrowed his eyes.

The Willow Order must possess some form of terrifying divination method. Whether it was a treasure or a secret technique, he did not know, but it was capable of uncovering operations hidden for generations. If this continued, the Dark Order would be stripped bare before the true war even began.

What would his superiors think of this failure?

The thought caused a chill to creep down his spine.

Still, not everything had gone poorly.

The ancestor had successfully revived.

That alone made every sacrifice worthwhile. With the ancestor alive, they could proceed to the next phase of the plan. It was to eradicate the Willow Order completely and reclaim the Shén for themselves.

The problem was how to use the ancestor safely.

Teng Hua was merely a Nascent Soul cultivator, and not even one of high standing within the organization. He lacked the authority and strength necessary to command the situation properly.

“I guess I can only use this…” Teng Hua muttered quietly.

His gaze lowered toward the piece of paper resting on the table.

It was a report concerning a mysterious cultivator named Wo Li.

A detailed painting occupied the center of the parchment. A silver-haired man with pointed ears stared back at him with calm, indifferent eyes.

Teng Hua frowned.

This cultivator had become an enormous thorn in the Dark Order’s side. Every attempt to investigate him ended in failure. Their spies were continuously exposed whenever they approached him or attempted to infiltrate areas connected to the Willow Order.

What infuriated Teng Hua the most was the Willow Order’s blatant provocation.

Rather than hiding Wo Li, they openly used him as bait.

Stories of his accomplishments spread throughout the continent like wildfire. The destruction of hidden mountain strongholds, the slaughter of Dark Order operatives, and impossible victories against overwhelming odds were advertised everywhere the Willow Order held influence.

And the worst part was that many of the stories were true.

Wo Li alone had destroyed more than half of the Dark Order’s prepared bases.

Teng Hua truly could not understand why the ancestor had become so obsessed with this cultivator.

Carefully, he folded the report into the shape of a paper crane. Spiritual energy gathered at his fingertips before flowing into the construct. The paper crane trembled slightly before lifting into the air.

Its destination was the Serenity Cliff Sect, where the ancestor currently laid low.

The Dark Order once relied upon specially trained crows for communication. Through sound transmission techniques, the birds could relay information quickly and discreetly across great distances. Recently, however, the crows had become strangely uncooperative. Worse, whenever they attempted to use them, Willow Order cultivators somehow intercepted their communications almost immediately.

Even the beasts of the world seemed to be turning against them.

The paper crane disappeared into the wind.

A sudden knock echoed from the door.

“Teng Hua, it’s our turn to guard Lady Li Ming,” a Willow Order cultivator called from outside. “Hurry up before the captain starts complaining again.”

Teng Hua’s expression remained calm.

Slowly, he reached for the skin mask resting beside him and pressed it firmly over his face. Spiritual energy rippled faintly as the flesh-like material merged seamlessly with his skin, transforming his appearance into that of an ordinary Willow Order cultivator.

“Coming,” Teng Hua answered evenly.

Infiltrating the Willow Order had not been easy.

The Dark Order attempted it many times throughout the years, sending spies, sleeper agents, and even captured cultivators whose memories had been rewritten through forbidden techniques. Every single attempt ended in failure. The Willow Order’s methods of screening outsiders were meticulous to an almost paranoid degree, especially after the attack on the Shén.

In the end, it required someone like Teng Hua to finally succeed.

Among the Dark Order, Teng Hua carried the title Thousand Faces of Centipede Mountain.

Long ago, he trained beneath the centipede sages that dwelled within the poisonous caverns of Centipede Mountain. They were ancient creatures who understood flesh better than most understood spiritual energy. Under them, Teng Hua learned how to steal not merely appearances, but identity itself. Every twitch of muscle, every subtle habit, every trace of aura and scent? He could replicate them flawlessly.

Even perceptive cultivators would fail to see through his disguise unless they directly searched his soul.

That ability was what allowed him to stand among the Willow Order now.

Shortly after dawn, Teng Hua joined the group of Core Formation cultivators assigned to guard Lady Li Ming.

“Don’t be rude once we arrive,” Li Ming said calmly as she stepped onto her flying sword. “The people there are important to me.”

The bodyguards immediately nodded.

“Yes, Lady Li Ming.”

Teng Hua lowered his head alongside the others, hiding the flicker within his eyes.

Li Ming rose into the sky atop her sword, her robes fluttering gracefully beneath the morning light. The guards quickly followed behind her, streaking through the heavens as streams of light.

Most of the time, Li Ming remained within Leafhome City.

That alone made acquiring her nearly impossible.

The city’s protective formation was formidable enough, but the presence of a Nascent Soul cultivator overseeing the region made any attempt suicidal, even with Teng Hua’s cultivation. The Dark Order had tested the defenses before through indirect means and quickly realized that even the ancestor would struggle to seize her cleanly within the city. Of course, that would change quickly once the ancestor recovered his cultivation.

Fortunately, the intercepted letter changed everything.

The Dark Order discovered that Li Ming occasionally left the city to visit the forest, where she secretly met someone.

Teng Hua could not ignore such an opportunity.

By now, the ancestor should have already begun the ritual to ascend into the Immortal Realm. Teng Hua did not fully understand the ancestor’s ambitions, nor did he trust them completely. In an organization like the Dark Order, loyalty only existed so long as strength remained balanced.

If the opportunity presented itself, Teng Hua intended to secure the Shén for himself.

The group traveled swiftly across the skies before descending near the outskirts of the forest.

“We’re here,” one of the bodyguards muttered.

Li Ming landed lightly upon the earth before dismissing her sword. Without hesitation, she began walking deeper into the woods instead of flying further inside.

Teng Hua quietly followed behind her.

After several moments, he decided to play the role of a curious junior.

“Senior brother,” Teng Hua asked with deliberate hesitation, “what’s so special about this forest? Why does the young lady keep coming here?”

The cultivator beside him shot him an irritated glance.

“Don’t ask too many questions,” the man replied coldly. “We’re bodyguards. Our job is to protect, not pry.”

Teng Hua immediately bowed his head apologetically.

“Understood.”

Internally, however, his thoughts sharpened.

The Willow Order’s suppression of information within their own ranks was extraordinarily strict. After Long Xue’s attack exposed the possibility of spies, the organization tightened itself like a sealed fortress. Members were isolated, questioned privately, and monitored carefully until suspicion gradually faded.

That environment made Teng Hua extremely cautious.

He avoided asking about the silver-haired cultivator entirely despite his curiosity. Any unusual interest toward Wo Li would immediately attract suspicion. Instead, Teng Hua carefully maintained the personality of the cultivator whose face he had stolen, obedient, somewhat timid, and thoroughly unremarkable.

When Long Xue attacked the village, Teng Hua had intentionally been elsewhere, carrying out a mission assigned by the village itself. It served as the perfect alibi in case the operation failed.

And it did fail.

Catastrophically.

In fact, it was only recently that he had been permitted to return to the village proper, and later Leafhome City, after the investigations concluded. Because of that isolation, Teng Hua remained ignorant regarding many details of the assault.

The Dark Order cultivators who participated had been utterly destroyed.

None survived long enough to pass information back to him.

At first, Teng Hua assumed the Willow Order simply possessed more hidden experts than expected.

Then came the rumors.

Stories spread throughout the city like wildfire. Tales of impossible feats, miraculous battles, and a mysterious cultivator with silver hair and pointed ears. At the center of the city stood a statue commemorating him openly for all to see.

Teng Hua almost scoffed whenever he remembered the stories.

A cultivator without spiritual roots?

Without a core?

A man capable of bringing back the dead?

Ridiculous.

Such things violated common sense entirely.

And yet…

The destroyed Dark Order bases were very real.

The group continued deeper into the forest, following behind Li Ming on foot.

Suddenly, Teng Hua’s expression shifted slightly.

He frowned.

The qi in the surroundings was astonishingly pure.

Every breath felt refreshing, almost intoxicating. Spiritual energy drifted naturally through the atmosphere in dense currents, nourishing the body without effort.

That should not have been possible.

Teng Hua had spent considerable time within the Hidden Village of Leaf already. He knew this forest well enough to recognize that something had fundamentally changed.

This forest had never possessed qi this pure before.

Eventually, the trees opened into a clearing.

At the center stood a massive tree house built around an ancient towering tree whose trunk was wider than a palace hall. Countless roots stretched across the earth like sleeping dragons, while glowing leaves shimmered faintly beneath the dim light filtering through the canopy above.

Teng Hua narrowed his eyes subtly.

This was his first time seeing the place.

The reactions of the surrounding cultivators immediately caught his attention. Every single bodyguard unconsciously straightened their posture. Their expressions turned reverent, almost worshipful.

Without hesitation, Teng Hua replicated them perfectly.

Years of training beneath the centipede sages made mimicry second nature to him. Even the smallest changes in breathing and gaze were copied flawlessly.

This place was clearly important.

Teng Hua lowered his voice carefully.

“Senior brother… what is this place?”

The cultivator beside him glanced toward the tree house before answering quietly.

“This is where the Sage used to live,” he said. “Until the dragon from the Sea Dragon Palace came and attacked it.”

This was enormous news. A hidden residence connected to the mysterious sage. And a dragon from the Sea Dragon Palace had personally attacked it? The amount of information hidden behind those words was staggering.

Teng Hua immediately transmitted a message through sound transmission.

“Prepare yourselves,” he ordered coldly. “We move once I secure the target.”

Hidden throughout the surrounding forest were Dark Order cultivators lying in wait. Foundation Establishment and Core Formation experts concealed themselves through stealth arts and suppression techniques, ready to strike the moment Teng Hua created an opening.

He had no intention of leaving things to chance.

However, no reply came. Teng Hua’s eyes sharpened instantly. That was impossible. Even if they were discovered, someone should have responded. Before he could investigate further, Li Ming suddenly stepped onto her flying sword and shot toward the opposite direction like a streak of light.

Teng Hua’s instincts screamed.

He immediately moved to pursue her.

Yet the moment he stepped forward, a hand landed on his shoulder.

“Junior,” a calm voice asked behind him, “where are you going?”

Teng Hua froze as a horrifying realization dawned upon him. It was a trap. His aura exploded violently.

Boom!

The disguise around his cultivation shattered instantly as Nascent Soul pressure surged outward like a tidal wave. Spiritual energy tore through the clearing while Teng Hua drew forth his hidden weapon, a bladed whip concealed beneath his robes.

The whip lashed outward in a deadly arc as sharp blades screamed through the air, slicing apart every nearby cultivator.

But the moment the bodies split apart, Teng Hua’s expression changed. They were all made of straw. The severed figures collapsed into bundles of dried grass as illusory light scattered into the air.

They were some form of clones. Not ordinary clones either. The illusion layered over them was so flawless that even Teng Hua failed to notice.

“You are not going anywhere,” an old woman remarked calmly behind him.

Teng Hua spun around immediately.

Li Qing stood there silently. She was the current master of the Willow Order and a Nascent Soul cultivator. Pressure rolled off her ancient figure like an endless ocean, causing the surrounding spiritual energy to tremble violently.

Then another figure appeared directly ahead.

An old man carrying several swords across his back stepped forward with a savage grin.

“My blood is boiling,” the old man declared. “I am going to test my new cultivation on you.”

Teng Hua’s heart sank.

It was Guo Yupin, the Sword Formation King. And judging by the terrifying pressure radiating from him? He had broken through to the Nascent Soul Realm just recently. This was impossible. The Willow Order should not possess this many Nascent Soul cultivators.

Of course, Guo Yupin was not a member of the Willow Order, but still…

Suddenly, thunder rumbled across the heavens. Dark clouds gathered overhead as rain began pouring from the skies.

Teng Hua slowly raised his head.

An azure dragon soared above the clouds.

Its massive body twisted through the storm as lightning danced across its scales. Draconic pressure descended upon the forest, suffocating everything beneath it.

Teng Hua stared blankly at the sight.

His mind could no longer process what he was seeing.

“What… what is happening?” Teng Hua muttered in disbelief. “Why are there suddenly so many Nascent Soul cultivators…?”
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                [POV: Old Black]

The Hermit Sage Forest earned its name because of Wo Li.

To outsiders, he was the mysterious cultivator with silver hair and pointed ears who transformed the once ordinary forest into a sacred land overflowing with spiritual energy. To the beasts within the forest, however, Wo Li was something far greater.

He was their master.

And now, their home was under attack.

The forest descended into utter chaos.

“Aaaaaargh!”

“Get it out of my head!”

“MONSTERS! THERE ARE MONSTERS EVERYWHERE!”

Dark Order cultivators stumbled blindly through the forest, clawing at their own faces and screaming incoherently. Some hacked wildly at empty air while others attacked their own allies in terror. Blood soaked the earth as spiritual techniques exploded randomly between the trees.

Watching over the carnage was Old Black.

The enormous serpent slithered soundlessly across thick branches high above the battlefield, his black scales blending seamlessly with the darkness. His golden eyes glowed faintly with cruel amusement.

At the Core Formation Realm, Old Black’s strength was already terrifying. Among cultivators, it was common knowledge that beasts naturally possessed stronger physiques and greater potency than humans within the same realm.

And Old Black specialized in illusions.

The venom hidden within his fangs did not merely poison the body. More than that, it poisoned the mind itself. A Dark Order Core Formation cultivator staggered through the forest, panting heavily as hallucinations consumed his senses. Before he could regain clarity, Old Black struck.

The serpent’s massive body wrapped around the cultivator instantly.

Crack!

The sound of a spine snapping echoed through the trees.

The cultivator released a shrill scream before Old Black casually tossed the broken body toward the undergrowth below.

The surrounding beasts immediately surged forward.

“You brought the nasty seeds into our forest!”

“Kill him!”

“For the Master!”

A swarm of spirit monkeys clawed at the cultivator’s face while venomous wolves bit into his limbs. Vines erupted from the earth and pierced his flesh as smaller beasts tore into him with savage fury.

Old Black flicked his tongue calmly.

Individually, many of these beasts were weak.

But beneath his illusions, the Dark Order cultivators could no longer distinguish reality from nightmare. Their senses betrayed them constantly, allowing even lesser beasts to inflict devastating damage through coordination.

The Master entrusted him with protecting the forest.

Old Black intended to fulfill that duty properly.

…

..

.

[POV: Roo]

Elsewhere in the forest, a certain kangaroo caused an entirely different kind of chaos.

His name was Roo.

Despite merely being at the Foundation Establishment Realm, Roo rampaged through the battlefield with astonishing enthusiasm.

“I SHALL HAVE THE MOST PASSIONATE BATTLE EVER!” Roo bellowed while leaping between trees. “YOU INTRUDERS SHALL LEARN THE MEANING OF TRUE FEAR!”

A Dark Order cultivator barely managed to look upward before Roo descended from above like a falling meteor.

Bang!

The cultivator crashed into the ground violently.

Beside Roo, a massive tiger pounced onto another enemy and bit directly into their shoulder.

“FOR THE FOREST!” the tiger roared proudly.

“BITE THEM!”

“PROTECT THE TREES!”

“GET THEIR LEGS!”

Other beasts joined the fray excitedly. A troop of monkeys hurled rotten fruits and sharpened stones from above. Several giant boars charged through the battlefield like battering rams, tossing cultivators into trees. Spirit deer kicked enemies with glowing hooves before darting away gracefully. An owl swooped downward silently and tore out the eyes of a fleeing cultivator. Meanwhile, a family of raccoons shamelessly looted storage rings from unconscious enemies.

Roo dodged through the battlefield with shocking agility.

A frenzied cultivator lunged at him with a sword.

Roo leaned backward just enough for the blade to miss before spinning acrobatically and smashing the enemy across the face with his tail.

Crack!

The cultivator spun through the air.

Roo immediately bounced forward again, delivering several rapid punches before launching another enemy away with a powerful kick.

“I DECLARE THE WAY OF THE BOUND STRIDER TO BE THE STRONGEST MARTIAL ART UNDER THE HEAVENS!” Roo cried triumphantly.

Even the beasts paused briefly to stare at him.

Then the fighting resumed immediately.

…

..

.

[POV: Zhen Ai]

Far above the forest, Zhen Ai soared through the storm clouds in her dragon form.

Her azure scales shimmered beneath flashes of lightning as rain poured endlessly from the heavens. Spiritual pressure rolled outward from her enormous body, causing cultivators below to tremble instinctively.

Below her, the cultivator fled desperately through the forest.

Subduing a Nascent Soul cultivator of equal realm was never easy, even with superior numbers. A desperate Nascent Soul expert could unleash catastrophic destruction if cornered improperly.

Still, they had no choice.

This was for Wo Li.

Zhen Ai’s eyes narrowed.

Then she opened her jaws and roared.

“ROOOOOOOOAR!”

The heavens shook violently.

Draconic pressure exploded outward alongside the roar, carrying the terrifying might of her bloodline. The very souls of nearby cultivators trembled as primal fear consumed them instinctively.

Teng Hua’s figure suddenly vanished.

He attempted escape through stealth techniques and concealment arts.

Unfortunately for him, rain covered the entire battlefield. And through every droplet, Zhen Ai could feel movement. “There!” Zhen Ai roared through sound transmission. “He escaped toward the eastern edge of the forest!”

Li Qing and Guo Yupin reacted instantly.

Zhen Ai’s dragon body blurred.

Nascent Soul cultivators possessed the ability to traverse vast distances instantly through movement techniques. In a single breath, she crossed enormous stretches of forest.

She reached the edge of the woods moments later.

Then she roared again.

This time, qi surged into the heavens.

Lightning descended.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Bolts of heavenly lightning rained down across the forest, forcing Teng Hua from concealment. At the same moment, countless swords materialized high above the skies.

Guo Yupin stood in the distance with wild excitement burning in his eyes.

Sword formations filled the heavens.

Every escape route was sealed.

Li Qing raised both hands and shouted toward the forest itself.

“REVEAL!”

The earth trembled. Trees shifted violently. Massive roots twisted aside while the dense forest opened unnaturally, forming a direct pathway toward the fleeing Teng Hua.

His figure became fully exposed.

Zhen Ai’s eyes flashed as she unleashed dragon’s breath.

…

..

.

[POV: Li Qing]

In the end, the traitor escaped.

Li Qing stood silently beneath the rain as the forest slowly calmed around her. Broken trees littered the battlefield while the scent of scorched earth lingered in the air from Zhen Ai’s lightning and dragon breath.

The teleportation ability possessed by Nascent Soul cultivators was notoriously troublesome. Once such an expert fully committed to escape, stopping them became exceedingly difficult, especially when the target specialized in infiltration and concealment arts.

Still, Li Qing’s expression remained calm.

This outcome had already been within her calculations.

She turned toward Guo Yupin.

“Did you manage to do it?” Li Qing asked.

Guo Yupin grinned proudly and raised one of his swords.

“I did.”

At the tip of the blade rested a small smear of fresh blood.

Her fingers lightly scraped the blood away before she retrieved an orb from within her sleeve. It was the Heavenly Eye. The artifact shimmered with countless hues beneath the stormy sky, as though entire galaxies swirled endlessly within the orb itself.

Li Qing hesitated briefly.

She disliked using this spell.

The price was severe.

Once activated, the Heavenly Eye would become sealed for a prolonged period of time. And depending on the “weight” of the target’s existence from their karma, fate, secrets, and destiny? The backlash would worsen dramatically.

Yet she no longer had a choice.

Every simulation she performed through the Heavenly Eye regarding Teng Hua’s capture ended in failure. Every single path eventually led to the traitor escaping through methods she could not fully predict.

More strangely?

Whenever Sage Wo Li was included in the simulations, the outcome became unstable.

It was as though Teng Hua instinctively sensed danger the moment Wo Li became involved. Even theoretical futures caused the infiltrator to react and flee desperately.

Li Qing suspected some form of advanced danger-sense technique.

“Guard me,” Li Qing said solemnly.

Guo Yupin’s expression immediately sharpened.

“Leave it to me.”

Li Qing closed her eyes.

The blood upon her fingertips ignited into pale flames before flowing into the Heavenly Eye. Instantly, the orb pulsed violently.

Visions flooded her mind. She saw a child wandering through poisonous mountains. A young Teng Hua kneeling before monstrous centipedes larger than houses. Faces. Hundreds of faces. Thousands. Cultivators screaming while their skin was peeled away. Dark caverns hidden beneath mountains. Secret meetings. Blood rituals.

Several portions of Teng Hua’s memories became blurred and inaccessible, clearly protected by powerful seals meant to obstruct divination.

Even so, Li Qing saw enough.

When the spell ended, the Heavenly Eye dimmed immediately as a headache assaulted her.

Li Qing staggered backward slightly, her face pale.

Guo Yupin hurried forward.

“What’s wrong?” he asked grimly.

Li Qing slowly lifted her head.

“Everything,” she answered quietly.

Guo Yupin frowned deeply.

Li Qing’s voice turned heavy.

“A dangerous figure infiltrated your sect.”

The moment those words fell, Guo Yupin’s expression changed completely. The Serenity Cliff Sect was in danger.

Before either could speak further, a powerful gust swept across the clearing.

An enormous eagle descended from the sky.

Mid-flight, the beast transformed into a silver-haired man with pointed ears before landing lightly upon the ground.

Wo Li arrived.

“What happened here?” Wo Li asked.

At the same time, Zhen Ai descended from the storm clouds above and transformed back into her human form. Unfortunately, unlike Wo Li’s transformations, hers did not preserve clothing. Rain poured over her naked figure as she landed beside them casually, seemingly unbothered.

Guo Yupin barely spared her a glance.

“We must return to the Serenity Cliff Sect immediately,” he said urgently.

…

..

.

[POV: Teng Hua]

Teng Hua’s escape was miserable.

The dragon breath alone nearly crippled him. His flesh still burned from the lingering draconic qi poisoning his meridians. Worse, Guo Yupin managed to land a strike before Teng Hua fled, leaving sword intent buried deep within his body.

The moment Teng Hua sensed overwhelming danger erupting behind him, he abandoned every remaining thought of turning the battle around.

He escaped instantly.

Using a spatial talisman hidden beneath his robes, Teng Hua tore through space itself and reappeared within a secret chamber deep beneath Serenity Cliff Sect.

The chamber was empty.

That immediately unsettled him.

Normally, the ancestor cultivated there in seclusion.

“Tch…”

Teng Hua limped forward painfully.

His breathing was ragged as blood dripped steadily from his wounds. Slowly, he emerged from the underground passageway onto an enormous cliffside overlooking a vast lake surrounded by dense forests.

Suddenly, he smelled blood.

A lot of blood.

Soon after, screams reached his ears.

“HELP!”

“PLEASE STOP!”

“AAAAAAAH!”

“Young master—!”

Teng Hua’s expression stiffened. He hurried toward the source of the commotion as dread slowly crawled into his chest. When he finally arrived, he froze.

The ancestor stood amidst piles of corpses drenched in blood.

Cultivators littered the ground around him like discarded trash. Some were dead. Others still twitched weakly while their souls were forcibly extracted from their bodies.

The ancestor turned calmly toward Teng Hua.

“Oh, Teng Hua,” he said pleasantly. “I didn’t see you there.”

Teng Hua’s lips trembled slightly.

“W-What are you doing?”

The ancestor tilted his head.

“This is the ritual I need to perform in order to ascend into the Immortal Realm,” he answered casually. “Does it surprise you?”

Before Teng Hua could respond, the ancestor drove his hand into a nearby cultivator’s chest.

The victim screamed horribly.

Moments later, the ancestor ripped a glowing soul directly from the body.

“I was very pleased with the information you sent me earlier,” the ancestor continued. “But I really do not like being lied to.”

Teng Hua stiffened.

“What… do you mean?”

The ancestor raised a finger.

A paper crane descended from above and landed gently upon it.

“I knew you were trying to use me,” the ancestor remarked calmly. “I did not mind. Such things are normal within the cultivation world. But how dare you lie to me about the Shén?”

A terrifying pressure descended instantly.

“Why did you not tell me about the Shén?”

Cold terror flooded Teng Hua’s entire body.

“I-I can explain—”

Thud.

His head fell to the ground before he even realized what happened.

…

..

.

[POV: Guo Yupin]

Guo Yupin guided the way personally.

Li Qing remained behind to guard Li Ming after discovering the scale of the infiltration. Zhen Ai also stayed within the Hermit Sage Forest to help clean up the remaining Dark Order cultivators hiding among the trees.

That left only the two of us rushing toward the Serenity Cliff Sect.

The entire way there, my Druidic Insight screamed at me.

It hammered against the back of my skull relentlessly, filling me with a growing sense of dread that only worsened the closer we got. Nature itself felt disturbed. Wrong. The wind carried the scent of death long before the sect even came into view.

When we arrived, it was already too late.

An explosion erupted from the mountain cliff ahead.

BOOOOOOM!

The entire peak shattered apart before my eyes.

Massive cracks split across the enormous cliffside as spiritual energy burst violently from within the mountain itself. The upper half of the Serenity Cliff Sect detached completely before collapsing downward into the lake below.

The impact shook the heavens.

Water exploded upward in towering waves while debris rained across the landscape like meteors. Entire buildings crumbled apart midair. Bridges snapped. Cultivators screamed as they fell alongside the ruins.

My chest tightened.

And somewhere deeper within me, something laughed.

“Heh… you don’t have it in you,” the Monster whispered mockingly from the darkness inside my mind. “Give me your body. I’ll kill him for you.”

I crushed the voice immediately.

No.

The laughter faded, though I could still feel it lingering somewhere in the back of my consciousness like a predator waiting patiently.

Beside me, Guo Yupin stumbled forward.

“No…”

The old man fell to his knees. His swords clattered against the broken earth as he stared blankly at the collapsing remains of his sect.

“NO!” Guo Yupin cried out hoarsely. “My sect…!”

I had never seen him like this before. The Sword Formation King always carried himself with arrogance and confidence, even in the face of death. Yet now, he looked like a broken old man watching his home burn to ashes.

A figure slowly descended from the skies above the ruined cliff.

At first, my heart almost stopped.

It was Guo Yimu.

No.

This wasn’t the same bald idiot I remembered.

It wasn’t just the hair growing wildly from his head or the blood staining his robes. His entire presence had changed completely. The pressure radiating from him felt ancient, cold, and utterly alien.

And in his hand?

He held an old man by the throat.

Guo Yupin’s eyes widened in horror.

“Sect Leader!” he shouted desperately. “Yimu! Yimu, what are you doing?!”

The old man struggled weakly within Guo Yimu’s grasp.

“R-Run…” the Sect Leader choked out painfully. “This… this is not your grandson—”

Crack.

Guo Yimu crushed his neck before he could finish speaking. The corpse fell lifelessly into the lake below.

Something inside me snapped.

“LU JING!” I roared.

The man wearing Guo Yimu’s body slowly turned toward me.

Then he laughed.

“Ha ha ha ha~!” Lu Jing’s voice echoed through the ruined mountains. “That was fun!”

My grip tightened around my staff.

“But this is over for you,” he continued gleefully. “I shall learn the secrets of your body—”

He vanished.

No.

He moved so fast that my eyes barely managed to track him. One moment he floated above the ruined sect, and the next he stood directly before me. Spiritual pressure crashed into me like an avalanche as he formed a hand seal calmly.

“Immortal Art,” Lu Jing whispered. “Heart of the Abyss.”

Everything turned black.
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                [POV: Lu Jing]

The ruins of the Serenity Cliff Sect still smoldered beneath the sky, shattered cliffs hanging precariously over the valley after the earlier explosion had ripped the mountain apart. Chunks of broken stone floated in the air from lingering spiritual pressure, while rivers of molten rock glowed between the cracks below, until they shortly reached the lake. At the foot of the ruined sect stood Lu Jing, his robes fluttering gently despite the absence of wind, his dark eyes fixed upon the silver-haired youth suspended before him.

He found Wo Li fascinating.

Truly fascinating!

“Wo Li, is that right?” Lu Jing murmured softly, almost tenderly, as he reached out and held the silver-haired man’s cheek. “Even your name is mysterious. Oh, I like everything about you…”

Wo Li’s body was motionless under the suppressive force of Lu Jing’s Immortal Art. Looking at him closely only deepened Lu Jing’s obsession. There were no spiritual roots within the body. No core. No trace of conventional cultivation. Yet this very person had reached a level of strength that surpassed reason itself.

It made Lu Jing’s heart burn.

The Immortal Art coursing through his veins had only recently become complete after he finished the ritual. Even now, he still found it unbelievable. The medicinal remnants left behind within the pill had been so overwhelming that devouring an entire sect’s worth of cultivators had allowed him to forcibly bridge the gap between Soul Transformation and Immortal.

Normally, such a leap would have required a long time.

He would have needed to consolidate laws, seek enlightenment beneath heaven and earth, and survive countless Heavenly Tribulations before even glimpsing immortality. Yet now he stood beyond that realm already.

Immortal.

The word itself intoxicated him.

“Who are you?” asked the old man kneeling nearby, his voice trembling with fury and grief as he stared toward Wo Li. “What did you do to him?”

Lu Jing glanced over lazily and recognized the old man immediately. Guo Yimu’s grandfather. The remnants of his host’s memories still lingered faintly within him, enough to stir the slightest hint of sentimentality.

Thus, Lu Jing decided to indulge him.

“My Immortal Art has trapped him within an abyss,” Lu Jing said proudly. “Right now, Wo Li is drowning beneath eternal loneliness. No sound. No light. No companionship. Only endless isolation crushing his mind for eternity. Even if a thousand years pass outside, he will continue screaming inside that darkness alone.”

His smile widened.

“And the amusing part is that this is merely one aspect of my Immortal Art.”

Guo Yupin slowly rose to his feet.

His eyes had turned bloodshot.

Spiritual pressure exploded from his body as killing intent surged outward like a storm. The floating swords behind him trembled violently before arranging themselves into formation.

“Return my grandson!” Guo Yupin roared.

Lu Jing laughed openly.

“Foolish old man,” he sneered. “You still don’t understand your place before an immortal.”

The swords shot forward.

Guo Yupin rushed at him with everything he had left, grief and rage consuming all reason.

“Die, you monster!”

Yet Lu Jing merely flicked his hand.

Guo Yupin’s head separated cleanly from his shoulders.

Blood sprayed into the air as the old man’s corpse collapsed lifelessly onto the ruined earth, the swords losing all spiritual light before clattering uselessly across the ground.

Lu Jing no longer smiled.

His gaze returned toward Wo Li with growing hunger.

What exactly was this body?

How could someone without spiritual roots or a core possess such monstrous strength? What secret hid within him? Lu Jing felt increasingly certain that Wo Li possessed a path beyond immortality itself.

Then there was the Shén.

That existence alone made Lu Jing’s heart pound with greed.

In his original era, the Shén had been elusive, almost impossible to obtain or even locate. Yet now one had practically fallen into his lap. Of course, not yet, but it was quite close. Fortune itself seemed to favor him after his resurrection and attaining immortality.

Still, first came curiosity.

“Just a little bit of a peek wouldn’t hurt,” Lu Jing muttered.

He extended his hand toward Wo Li’s chest, spiritual power gathering at his fingertips as he prepared to dissect the body before him.

However, something suddenly grabbed his wrist.

Lu Jing froze.

“That’s not nice,” said Wo Li.

No.

The instant their eyes met, Lu Jing understood.

That thing was not Wo Li. Malice twisted behind the silver-haired figure’s smile. It was ancient, hungry, and wrong. The pressure radiating from him no longer resembled any cultivator Lu Jing had ever encountered.

Fear prickled across Lu Jing’s skin.

“Who are you?” Lu Jing asked sharply.

The figure leaned closer.

Before Lu Jing could react, his own arm was suddenly forced forward. His hand plunged directly into the figure’s chest as though dragged by an invisible force.

Lu Jing’s eyes widened.

“I’m the monster,” the figure whispered.

Crunch.

Lu Jing screamed as his arm was severed instantly.

The detached hand disappeared into the figure’s chest, growing a huge maw. Flesh tore. Bones shattered between teeth. Blood splattered across pale lips as the creature chewed leisurely while staring directly into Lu Jing’s horrified eyes. Just as quickly, the maw disappeared.

Lu Jing stumbled backward violently, immortal flesh writhing as a new arm regenerated from the stump.

The silver-haired monster burst into laughter.

“HAHAHAHAHAHA!” The creature clutched his stomach while laughing so hard tears streamed from his eyes. “Free! I’m finally free!”

He pointed at Lu Jing with trembling excitement.

“Thank you! Truly, thank you! You have no idea how long I’ve been trapped in there!”

The laughter only intensified.

The creature bent over, wheezing, tears spilling endlessly down his face as though overwhelmed by genuine joy. Eventually, he wiped one of the tears away with his thumb before lifting his head again.

The smile on his face widened impossibly far.

“How is this possible?” Lu Jing demanded, his expression finally cracking. “You are supposed to be trapped in the abyss.”

The silver-haired monster tilted his head before bursting into laughter again.

“Pfft… the abyss?” he mocked between chuckles. “I’ve been there. It’s boring, dull, and utterly just not my vibe.”

His dark eyes gleamed with amusement as he stared directly at Lu Jing.

“But you?” the monster continued softly. “I feel you. Does it feel good? Reaching a higher stage of life? Becoming closer and closer to perfection?” His grin widened. “Hah~!”

“Regardless,” said Lu Jing coldly, “I can still take you down with meager efforts. Nothing changes.”

He raised a hand and the surrounding gravity multiplied instantly.

The air collapsed downward with terrifying pressure as the earth cratered violently beneath the monster’s feet. Mountains of debris flattened into dust while the ruined valley sank lower under the force.

Yet the monster did not move.

Only the ground around him shattered.

“Oh, it changes everything,” the monster replied calmly. “You have no idea how much this kid’s holding back.”

His fingers tightened around the staff.

“Even he doesn’t realize it himself. He’s just too gentle a soul. Too afraid to hurt the things around him.” The monster laughed quietly. “Subconsciously limiting himself by always erring toward caution in hopes he doesn’t destroy something that doesn’t deserve it.”

Then he thumped the bottom of the staff against the ground.

“How about a demonstration?”

BOOM!

Lu Jing’s instincts screamed.

He vanished from his position just as an enormous thorn-covered vine erupted upward from beneath him. The sheer force of its emergence tore apart the landscape, sending chunks of earth flying into the air.

The grass surrounding the vine withered instantly.

Even the qi in the atmosphere began draining away.

The monster casually waved his staff.

The colossal vine lashed sideways like a divine whip.

Lu Jing narrowed his eyes and folded space itself within his palm. Invisible distortions gathered together before forming a formless sword impossible to perceive with mortal sight.

The vine split apart instantly, severed multiple times by the formless sword.

Fragments rained from the sky.

“Is that all?” Lu Jing scoffed.

The earth answered him. The ground exploded repeatedly as more vines burst upward across the valley, hundreds of them twisting violently through the air like ancient dragons awakening beneath the earth.

Lu Jing moved between them flawlessly, teleporting, stepping, and twisting.

His immortal body danced through the destruction with overwhelming precision, yet every strike from the vines carried catastrophic force. Mountains collapsed under their impact. Earthquakes spread through the land. The already ruined cliff housing the Serenity Cliff Sect trembled violently before entire sections broke away into landslides.

The nearby lake surged wildly as erosion tore through its banks.

Nature itself seemed to scream beneath the monster’s control.

“Enough,” Lu Jing snarled as he vanished and reappeared directly behind the monster.

His invisible sword stabbed forward toward the back of the silver-haired figure’s head. But the body dissolved instantly as withered leaves scattered into the air. Twigs crumbled apart.

Lu Jing’s pupils contracted.

The monster appeared beside him the next instant.

“Sunlight Orb.”

A blazing sphere erupted into existence above the staff. Heat exploded outward. The ground dried and cracked instantly while the surrounding air ignited from sheer temperature alone. Lu Jing reacted immediately, slicing downward with the formless sword.

The orb split apart and exploded.

A miniature sun detonated across the valley.

The shockwave flattened forests in the distance while flames surged skyward like a divine punishment descending upon the mortal realm.

Before Lu Jing could stabilize himself, the monster slammed his staff downward again.

The earth ruptured.

An enormous wooden spike erupted upward beneath Lu Jing’s feet.

He teleported far away immediately, only to stare in disbelief at the massive structure now towering across the battlefield. The spike resembled a gigantic tree root forged from iron, stretching higher than the former cliff of the Serenity Cliff Sect itself.

The monster suddenly appeared atop the spike.

His robes fluttered beneath the burning sky.

“These were just the boy’s favorite spells,” he remarked casually. “Can you imagine what other spells he has in his arsenal that he refuses to use?”

The grin on his face widened further.

“Well, to be fair, there was no need. Why bother relying on flexibility and variability when you’re all just so weak and not worth it?” He tapped the wooden spike with his staff. “These spells are cost-efficient, nature-friendly, and easy to repair afterward with phytokinesis.”

He tilted his head slightly.

“Anyway, don’t look down on my warden so much.” His voice lowered dangerously. “It pisses me off.”

The tone almost sounded affectionate.

Then the monster spread his arms.

“It would’ve been so easy to destroy you now,” he sighed dramatically. “But I bet I’d suffer through his whining if I really let loose.”

His smile slowly became feral.

“But honestly… who can stop me?”

Pressure exploded outward.

Lu Jing’s eyes widened.

A tiny sun appeared above the monster’s staff, no larger than a fist, yet the moment it manifested, the surrounding space began warping violently from unbearable heat.

The clouds evaporated.

The atmosphere trembled.

“What power is that?” Lu Jing asked sharply.

The monster grinned.

“It’s called mana.”

The tiny sun brightened.

“Sunblaze Inferno—”

Snap.

The miniature sun vanished instantly.

The overwhelming pressure disappeared as though erased from existence.

Lu Jing froze.

The darkness within the monster’s eyes faded away completely. Only Wo Li remained standing atop the enormous wooden spike, silver hair swaying gently in the wind. Confusion flickered faintly across his exhausted face.

Lu Jing felt his Immortal Art shatter completely.

The abyss.

The suppression.

The isolation.

All of it had broken apart.

His mind reeled.

“H-How?” Lu Jing staggered back slightly, disbelief overtaking his voice. “How did you break out of my Immortal Art?”

…

..

.

No, I hadn’t broken out of his Immortal Art.

At least, not by myself.

If there was anyone responsible for tearing apart that abyss, it was the Monster.

I had merely learned how to switch places with him.

“THIS IS BULLSHIT!” the Monster screamed directly into my mind the moment I resurfaced. “DO YOU KNOW HOW LONG I WAITED FOR THAT?! I WAS ABOUT TO VAPORIZE HIM! JUST A LITTLE BIT! ONE TINY SUNBLAAAAZE—”

I forcibly shut him down.

The mental noise abruptly vanished, though I could still feel him throwing what amounted to a cosmic tantrum somewhere deep inside my consciousness.

I steadied my breathing atop the gigantic wooden spike while Lu Jing stared at me with an increasingly unstable expression. The earlier madness and confidence within his eyes had cracked apart after watching his Immortal Art fail.

Yet my attention wasn’t fully on him.

It was on the Monster’s words.

Mana.

I lowered my gaze toward my hand slowly. So I could use mana in this world, too. The thought alone felt surreal. I always believed I fought with everything I had. Every battle. Every struggle. I never once thought I was subconsciously restraining myself.

But after witnessing the Monster control my body…?

I understood.

There had always been hesitation buried deep within me.

Fear.

Not fear of dying.

Fear of hurting everything around me.

The Monster had been right. I constantly erred toward caution without even realizing it. Every spell I cast was controlled. Restrained. Balanced. I always adjusted my output instinctively so I wouldn’t devastate the environment around me or accidentally kill people caught nearby.

Even during desperate battles, part of me was always holding back.

And here I thought I was no stranger to violence.

I closed my eyes briefly and recalled the sensation from earlier. The feeling of mana. It was different from qi. Qi flowed through the world.

Mana felt like reaching beyond it.

Back in Legacy World Online, mana had been described as a dimensional energy originating from the Great Subconscious, a higher plane connecting thought, instinct, memory, dreams, and existence itself.

At the time, it sounded like meaningless game lore.

Now, I realized it wasn’t.

I followed the path the Monster had taken earlier. My consciousness stretched outward beyond the physical world, extending toward something vast and incomprehensible. The moment I touched it, my mind trembled violently.

The Great Subconscious.

It felt endless and ancient, like an ocean made of collective thought and primal instinct.

Then I traced the connection backward.

Mana answered me.

A strange energy began flowing into my body, smooth and terrifyingly pure. It didn’t circulate like qi. It resonated with intention itself, reacting directly to thought and will.

The sensation nearly made me shudder.

The Monster laughed somewhere in the back of my mind.

“TOLD YOU,” he whispered smugly.

I ignored him.

But I couldn’t deny what I felt.

Power.

Real power.

Enough power that the surrounding nature instinctively bent around me despite my attempts to suppress it. The grass near the base of the spike swayed unnaturally while the cracked earth slowly regenerated from lingering phytokinesis leaking from my body.

Then I remembered what the Monster had nearly done earlier.

That miniature sun.

If he had finished casting that spell…

I genuinely didn’t know whether this entire region would still exist.

A chill ran down my spine.

For the first time, I truly understood what it meant to possess power beyond reason.

And I understood why I had subconsciously restrained myself all this time.

Because if I fought seriously now…

It wouldn’t be fair.

Not to the world around me.

“It’s time to stop playing games,” Lu Jing suddenly said.

I opened my eyes.

His expression had calmed slightly, though tension still lingered beneath it. Spatial distortions curled faintly around his fingers while immortal qi surged through his body.

“Cooperate with me,” he said. “You should understand by now that resistance is pointless.”

I looked at him for a moment before answering flatly.

“Shouldn’t you have tried asking for cooperation first before resorting to underhanded methods?”

The air became still.

Neither of us moved.

A tense standoff settled across the ruined valley while spiritual pressure and mana silently collided against one another. The shattered remains of the Serenity Cliff Sect creaked in the distance as loose debris tumbled from unstable cliffs.

Lu Jing narrowed his eyes.

“You speak boldly for someone in your situation.”

I stared back at him quietly.

“You’re so corrupted by power that you can’t even see yourself anymore.”

The moment I said those words, my Druidic Insight instinctively activated.

I saw his soul.

And I almost recoiled.

It was mutilated.

Not metaphorically.

His soul genuinely looked butchered apart and forcibly stitched together through foreign laws and twisted immortal energy. Countless fractures spread across its surface like rotten cracks, while dark substances pulsated through the gaps where pieces no longer properly fit together.

The closer I looked, the more wrong it became.

It resembled something that had devoured itself in pursuit of evolution.

Something incomplete pretending to be whole.

The remnants of countless lives lingered within him too.

The sect.

The cultivators.

All consumed.

All screaming silently inside him.

My expression darkened.

“Was it worth it?” I asked quietly.

Lu Jing stared at me for a second, and he laughed.

"HAHAHAHAHAHA~!"

The sound echoed across the ruined valley.

“Worth it?” he repeated mockingly. “Of course it was worth it. Weak people always ask that question because they fear sacrifice.” His eyes gleamed with fanaticism. “Do you think immortality comes without a price?” He spread his arms slowly. “Everything I lost became the foundation for what I am now. Regret is for failures. I succeeded.”

            

    
        055 Decisive Battle

    
    
    
    
                “Wild Shape: Eagle.”

My body twisted midair as feathers erupted across my skin. Bones hollowed, vision sharpened, and the world suddenly expanded beneath me in impossible detail. I kicked off the Ironwood Spike and shot toward the heavens like a streak of silver lightning.

Behind me, the ruins of the Serernity Cliff Sect remained.

Lu Jing chased after me without hesitation.

His figure blurred across the sky, calm and relentless. He suddenly swung downward with his formless sword. Invisible slashes tore through the air. Space itself screamed apart.

I folded my wings sharply and twisted through the attacks. The slashing force passed beside me, carving apart clouds and distant mountains far below. Even in Wild Shape, I could feel how terrifying his power was.

However, I was unmoved as mana provided me the explosive power I needed.

Qi truly was different from mana.

Mana burned fiercely, explosive and violent, like forcing nature itself into submission. Qi, however, felt endless. Smooth. Alive. It flowed through the body naturally instead of being commanded. While mana exhausted me rapidly during prolonged battles, qi sustained movement with absurd efficiency.

At this speed, I barely felt tired. At the same time, I could sustain a level of speed that beat even the cultivators’ teleportation.

I beat my wings once and burst higher into the atmosphere.

Lu Jing followed closely.

His voice suddenly echoed directly within my mind through sound transmission.

“Wo Li, what exactly are you planning?”

I ignored him and raised my wings.

“Sunlight Orb.”

Golden spheres condensed around me one after another, each blazing like miniature suns. I sent them hurtling downward. Trails of scorching fire stretched across the sky as they crashed toward Lu Jing from every angle.

He dodged them effortlessly.

Of course, he did.

His movements remained absurdly precise despite the speed we were traveling. Every shift of his body avoided destruction by the narrowest margin possible.

Then I smirked internally and snapped my wing.

A hidden orb surged forward between the others.

“Lightning Orb.”

Crack.

The sphere detonated into a bolt of blue lightning that struck him directly. Lu Jing’s body jolted slightly as electricity exploded across his form. It barely harmed him, but it stalled him long enough for me to widen the distance again.

I laughed as I soared higher.

“Coward!” Lu Jing’s voice rang in my head again. “Are you planning to flee into the stars now?”

“Exactly,” I shot back through sound transmission. “Try keeping up.”

The domain behind us slowly shrank into a tiny speck. The higher we rose, the colder the world became. Clouds thickened beneath my wings while the atmosphere trembled around our ascent.

I stretched my wings outward.

“Weather Control.”

The skies darkened instantly.

Massive storm clouds churned into existence around us, blotting out the heavens. Thunder roared across the atmosphere as violent winds spiraled outward.

“Call Lightning.”

Bolts descended like divine punishment. Thousands of heavenly strikes rained upon Lu Jing simultaneously. He merely raised his hand. The formless sword swept horizontally. The entire storm split apart. Lightning scattered. Clouds were severed in half. The sky itself became clear again beneath the pressure of his sword intent.

When I finally rose high enough to glimpse the curvature of the Earthly Heart Continent, I unleashed another spell.

“World Fall.”

Gravity distorted violently.

The surrounding space groaned as overwhelming pressure descended toward Lu Jing, enough to crush mountains into dust.

His eyes narrowed slightly.

“Law of Space.”

Then he vanished.

Danger screamed through my instincts.

He appeared directly before me.

I flapped my wings violently.

Countless razor-sharp feathers exploded outward like arrows. They slammed against his body in a storm of silver streaks, only to bounce harmlessly away as space distorted around him.

His sword thrust toward my chest.

But one feather behind him suddenly glowed green.

“Nature’s Stride.”

My body dissolved into light and reappeared beside that feather instantly.

Just behind him.

I left a Sunlight Orb in my previous location.

The orb detonated point-blank.

Golden flames exploded across the sky, forcing Lu Jing to pause momentarily while I ascended even further.

Higher.

Higher.

Soon, all six continents became visible beneath me. The world stretched endlessly below like a living painting. Oceans shimmered under sunlight while countless domains looked no larger than grains of sand.

I inhaled deeply and unleashed madness. Hundreds of powerful Sunlight Orbs formed around me simultaneously. It was normally impossible, even for me. But by utilizing qi to stabilize the mana consumption, I forced the technique beyond its natural limits.

The heavens filled with miniature suns. The orbs rained toward Lu Jing like divine meteors. Explosions swallowed the sky one after another, forcing even him to slow beneath the endless bombardment.

That moment was enough.

I turned upward and hurled myself into the dark vacuum beyond the atmosphere.

My Wild Shape unraveled.

Feathers dissolved from my body as I returned to my true form. The moment I entered outer space, agony struck instantly.

There was no air.

No sound.

No life.

My lungs screamed, but I endured it. My vitality far surpassed that of ordinary cultivators. I could survive long enough.

Lu Jing floated before me calmly as though the void meant nothing to him.

His voice echoed within my mind once more through qi.

“Wo Li… what are you thinking?”

I stared past him toward the distant world below us.

The Earthly Heart Continent looked so small from here.

It was fragile and beautiful.

“If I wanted to fight you without hurting anyone,” I replied through sound transmission, “then there was only one place left.”

The emptiness of outer space made everything harder. There was barely any energy here. No abundant mana. No spiritual qi. Even breathing felt impossible. But I raised my hand regardless.

“Spirit of the World Tree.”

Space trembled.

An enormous phantom tree manifested behind me, vast beyond comprehension. Its roots stretched through the void while luminous leaves shimmered like stars themselves. Ancient life flooded the emptiness around us.

Then I spoke again.

“Wild Shape: Primal Nature Spirit.”

Power erupted from my body.

A crown of living twigs formed upon my head, extending elegantly like sacred antlers. My skin transformed into flawless porcelain ivory while flowing silver hair cascaded down my back in radiant waves. Ethereal butterfly-like wings unfolded behind me, scattering glowing particles across the darkness of space.

Mana exploded outward.

For a moment, the void itself seemed to bloom with life.

Yet something else stirred within me.

Qi.

A small amount remained inside my body, unconsciously absorbed after spending so long around this xianxia world. Without thinking, I fused it with my mana. The reaction was instantaneous. A qualitative evolution occurred.

My wings expanded magnificently, becoming longer and more divine. The crown upon my head stretched further into luminous antlers while flowers bloomed along the length of my staff.

The staff itself pulsed with newfound life as vines wrapped around it naturally.

Power coursed through me unlike anything I had ever felt before.

Not mana.

Not qi.

Something greater born from both.

Under the Druid class, I specialized primarily in Casting and Wild Shape. Thorn Whip, Iron Spike, and Sunlight Orb were merely the spells I used most often because they were efficient, versatile, and devastating in direct combat. In truth, the Druid inheritance contained countless techniques tied to nature itself.

I tightened my grip on my staff and pointed it toward Lu Jing.

“Elemental Orb.”

An orb of condensed elemental energy surged forward instantly. Wind, flame, water, lightning, and earth spiraled together in violent equilibrium, distorting space around the projectile as it shot toward him.

“Law of Lies.”

The orb passed harmlessly through his body.

My eyes narrowed immediately.

Druidic Insight flowed through me instinctively, analyzing life, mana, qi, intent, and existence itself. The Lu Jing before me was real. There had been no illusion. No clone.

A presence appeared beside me.

Lu Jing swung his formless sword downward.

I activated Nature’s Stride instantly, teleporting toward one of the drifting leaves scattered nearby, but his blade still brushed across my shoulder.

“Law of Death.”

Pain exploded through me.

The flesh surrounding the wound blackened instantly as decay spread across my body like rotting roots beneath bark. My skin withered while vitality drained frighteningly fast.

“Lifepulse.”

Emerald light burst from my body. Life energy surged through my veins and repaired the damage rapidly. However, the decay remained and continued spreading.

My heart sank.

I immediately activated another ability.

“Shedding.”

The affected flesh peeled away from my body like dead bark splitting from a tree. Rotten skin, muscle, and corrupted blood detached completely before dissolving into ash within the void.

The decay vanished with it.

But Lu Jing was already before me again.

“Law of Loss.”

The moment he spoke, something inside me faltered.

A crushing sense of defeat settled over my mind without warning. My concentration wavered while exhaustion and hopelessness flooded my thoughts. It felt as though every action had already become meaningless.

Then the sword came again.

And again.

And again.

Each strike carved into me with horrifying precision. Wherever the blade touched, decay spread immediately. I alternated desperately between Nature’s Stride, Lifepulse, and Shedding, keeping myself alive under the onslaught.

But no matter where I moved, his sword always found me.

It was impossible.

There was no pattern.

No rhythm.

No predictable sequence.

My Druidic Insight analyzed every movement desperately, yet Lu Jing fought without any discernible structure. He wasn’t cornering me through technique.

He was simply overwhelming me, exhausting me in the process.

“Verdant Barrier.”

A massive green barrier erupted around my body, layers of bark-like mana reinforced by life force and roots twisting endlessly together.

His sword slammed against it and cracks spread instantly.

“You’re looking down on me too much,” I said coldly through sound transmission.

Then I grabbed his leg.

Lu Jing’s eyes widened slightly.

I hurled him across space with all the strength my transformed body could muster. The moment distance formed between us, I raised my staff toward the World Tree behind me. Phytokinesis surged outward. Countless leaves detached from the Spirit of the World Tree and scattered across the void like a jade-colored storm.

“Razorjade Leaf.”

The leaves hardened instantly into razor-sharp projectiles glowing with emerald light. Simultaneously, more jade leaves grew directly from my staff before launching toward Lu Jing in overwhelming numbers.

“Law of Space.”

Lu Jing vanished sideways.

But I had already expected it.

“Nature’s Stride.”

I teleported directly onto one of the flying leaves and appeared beside him instantly. My staff swung toward his head while elemental energy gathered at its tip once more.

“Elemental Orb.”

“Law of Lies.”

My staff passed straight through him again.

But this time, I reacted immediately.

The elemental energy at the tip transformed instantly.

From unstable elemental chaos—

Into concentrated solar destruction.

“Sunlight Orb.”

The orb re-targeted toward Lu Jing at point-blank range.

His eyes finally sharpened slightly.

“Law of Abyss.”

He disappeared and utter nothingness swallowed him entirely.

My instincts screamed.

I stretched my hand outward while forcing my Druidic Insight to its limit. Simultaneously, I activated my spiritual body senses, extending my awareness into the surrounding void. I felt something.

Something hidden inside the abyss itself.

I grabbed it instinctively and pulled.

A slash flashed.

My arm severed cleanly from my shoulder.

Blood scattered across space.

I immediately cast Lifepulse. Emerald vitality surged outward as flesh, bone, nerves, and muscle regenerated rapidly, reforming my arm within seconds.

Then multiple Lu Jings appeared around me.

Each one radiated real presence.

“Law of Lies and Loss.”

They moved simultaneously, far too fast for my senses.

Their swords carved through my body from every direction. Flesh split apart while blood and chunks of my body scattered into the void. The sensation of loss intensified further, crushing my mind beneath unbearable hopelessness.

But I no longer resisted directly.

Instead, I spread my arms.

“Entanglement.”

The blood floating around me transformed instantly.

Chunks of severed flesh twisted violently as roots erupted from them. Massive tree roots burst outward from every wound across my body, snapping toward the surrounding Lu Jings like starving serpents.

Behind me, the Spirit of the World Tree reacted similarly.

Its colossal roots exploded across space.

The void became a forest of grasping roots.

Every clone vanished instantly.

The real Lu Jing appeared far away in the darkness, staring calmly at me.

I wiped blood from my lips and smiled faintly.

“I can tell,” I transmitted toward him, “your qi is depleting much faster than you want me to believe.”

The smile on my face widened slightly.

“In this environment, replenishing energy is impossible for you.”

And it was true.

Outer space lacked both qi and mana almost entirely. Every technique consumed finite reserves.

Of course, I wasn’t in good condition either.

My mana expenditure had already become monstrous.

The only reason I was lasting this long was because my druidic abilities allowed passive mana regeneration, however small it was. But the real problem was behind me.

The Spirit of the World Tree.

Maintaining such an existence in outer space was absurdly taxing. The sheer amount of mana required bordered on insanity. Even I had no idea how much longer I could sustain it under these conditions.

Neither of us could continue like this forever.

Lu Jing spoke through sound transmission.

“Let’s finish this now.”

I tightened my grip around my staff.

“Agreed.”

The moment the words left my mouth, Lu Jing’s expression turned absolutely cold.

“Dao Domain: Abyssal Death Touch.”

Darkness swallowed everything. The stars vanished. The distant continents disappeared. Even the Spirit of the World Tree behind me suddenly felt tiny and insignificant beneath the pressure descending upon reality itself.

A colossal entity manifested within the void.

I could not fully comprehend its shape.

It resembled neither man nor beast, only an existence so immense that my mind instinctively rejected understanding it. Its presence crushed the surrounding space into stillness while abyssal darkness spread endlessly around us.

Then it looked at me.

My body froze instantly.

I could not move.

Not even my fingers responded.

An enormous hand slowly extended toward me, carrying a single finger vast enough to eclipse entire mountains. The closer it came, the more violently my instincts screamed.

Death.

Absolute death.

The World Tree behind me trembled beneath the domain’s suppression.

The finger descended.

I narrowed my eyes and raised my staff with immense effort.

“Natural Order.”

The world shattered. Darkness exploded apart like broken glass. The Dao Domain collapsed instantly. The colossal entity vanished. Stars returned to the void. Lu Jing suddenly coughed out a massive mouthful of blood. His eyes widened with disbelief.

I could sense his qi plummeting catastrophically after the forced collapse of his Dao Domain.

“Impossible…” Lu Jing muttered. “How did you erase my domain?”

His aura fluctuated violently, but despite everything, madness still burned within his eyes.

“I’m not done yet!”

He raised his trembling hand again.

“Dao Domain: Abyssal Touch!”

Darkness returned once more.

The enormous figure manifested again behind reality itself, its abyssal presence crushing the surrounding void beneath impossible pressure. This time, however, I did not attempt to resist.

I gritted my teeth and let it touch me.

The finger descended upon my body.

Pain erupted instantly.

My vision nearly blacked out as abyssal energy flooded into every inch of my existence. It felt horrifyingly similar to the Heavenly Tribulation I once endured. My flesh cracked apart while my soul screamed beneath the overwhelming destruction pouring through me.

It was agony beyond words, enough to annihilate ordinary immortals instantly.

But it was not enough.

The darkness trembled and shattered.

The Dao Domain vanished completely.

I remained floating silently in space, battered and bloodied, but alive.

Lu Jing stared at me as though he had just witnessed the impossible.

“How…” he whispered hoarsely. “How is this possible?”

I said nothing. There was no reason to explain. My current Wild Shape possessed an innate ability unlike anything ordinary cultivation techniques could achieve. The negation of any single instance of damage. No matter how powerful. No matter how absolute. As long as it came all at once, I could survive it once.

I slowly lifted my staff toward him.

“My turn.”

A tiny spark of light appeared above the staff.

Then it began growing.

Larger.

Brighter.

Hotter.

The distant sun above us resonated with it while mana and qi fused together within the spell. The surrounding vacuum distorted beneath the overwhelming heat as the miniature sun expanded continuously.

Even Lu Jing’s face changed.

For the first time since this battle began, I saw fear.

“Sunblaze Inferno.”

The miniature sun exploded forward.

A brilliant cloud of golden-white flames erupted across outer space like the birth of a new star. The inferno devoured everything in its path while waves of solar fire spread endlessly through the void.

“Law of Abyss!” Lu Jing roared desperately.

His eyes turned bloodshot as he forcibly squeezed the last remnants of qi from his body. Darkness erupted around him in an attempt to swallow the flames.

But the attack was too strong.

The inferno overwhelmed the abyss.

The flames consumed him entirely.

When the light finally faded, only half of Lu Jing’s body remained. His right arm was gone. His lower torso had been charred completely, saved by a sliver of abyssal barrier. Burning solar fire still clung to his flesh while his immortality desperately attempted to regenerate the damage.

I moved instantly.

“Nature’s Stride.”

My body vanished.

“Wild Shape: Tyrant Lizard King.”

Bones exploded outward as my body transformed violently into a colossal draconic predator. Massive jaws filled with rows of monstrous teeth snapped shut toward Lu Jing. His eyes widened. He immediately used flight to retreat backward. But he was too slow.

Crunch.

My jaws tore through his body.

I bit off everything below his waist.

Blood exploded into the void.

“No—!” Lu Jing panicked. “No, no, no! Regenerate! Move!”

His immortality activated frantically. Flesh writhed. Bones attempted to regrow. Qi surged chaotically through the remains of his body as he desperately struggled to survive. I spat out the severed lower half coldly.

Then raised one claw.

“Thorn Whip.”

Normally, the spell required terrain to emerge from.

Earth.

Stone.

Wood.

Something natural.

But now?

I had something else.

The severed flesh drifted through space.

Roots burst from it instantly.

An enormous thorn-covered vine erupted violently from the bloody chunk of Lu Jing’s own body. Fed by my mana and the Spirit of the World Tree, the vine lashed forward with terrifying speed.

Lu Jing’s expression twisted into horror.

The thorny vine wrapped around him completely and then tore him apart.

His remaining body exploded into countless pieces as the vine shredded him repeatedly, reducing flesh, bone, soul, and immortality into nothing but crimson mist drifting silently through outer space.

This time, nothing regenerated.
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                The sky burned with crimson and golden fire.

For hours, the celestial phenomenon remained suspended above the world like a crown forged by gods. Vast spirals of flaming light revolved across the heavens, weaving around the atmosphere in magnificent rings that stretched beyond the horizon. The radiance bathed mountains, oceans, deserts, and kingdoms alike beneath an otherworldly glow that refused to fade even as day continued onward.

Only when the sun finally neared the horizon did the flames gradually disperse.

Every mortal beneath the heavens witnessed it.

Most prominent of all were the denizens of the Earthly Heart Continent, where the battle had unfolded. Across countless kingdoms and sect territories, fear quietly spread through the hearts of rulers and cultivators alike. Ancient records spoke of calamities accompanying the return of immortals. To many, the phenomenon resembled an omen announcing that the era of stability was nearing its end.

In palaces and hidden mountain sects, diviners exhausted themselves attempting to decipher the changing tides of fate. Great observatories activated ancient telescopes capable of peering through the atmosphere itself while scholars buried themselves within forbidden archives. Some sought answers through astrology. Others attempted mathematical calculations based on heavenly trajectories. None could arrive at a complete conclusion.

Still, everyone understood one thing.

Something had changed.

The nations feared upheaval. The sects feared war. The clans feared that the balance of power maintaining the world for countless generations was beginning to fracture.

Yet not all welcomed the signs with dread.

A rare few gazed upon the burning skies with excitement stirring in their veins. To them, chaos represented opportunity. Every great age in history had been born amidst disorder. New paths emerged only after the old ones shattered apart.

Hidden immortals who had long secluded themselves from worldly affairs slowly opened their eyes one after another. Ancient beings who once dreamed of ascending into a higher realm began quietly observing the shifting flow of fate. Some considered emerging from hiding entirely. Others chose patience, merely watching to see whether this disturbance would blossom into destiny or disaster.

Meanwhile, most beasts and ordinary lifeforms across the mortal world simply regarded the celestial phenomenon as beautiful lights decorating the sky.

In distant civilizations hidden beyond remote domains, the phenomenon was not even visible at all.

Many misunderstood what had transpired.

Only the rarest few truly comprehended its meaning.

And those who understood began preparing.

Because the image of a Fairy King triumphantly overcoming an Immortal would forever become engraved into history as the trumpet heralding the dawn of a new era.

An Age of Chaos.

…

..
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[POV: Zhen Ai]

The sacred forest remained untouched despite everything that had occurred.

Not a single tree had burned. Not one beast had perished.

The miraculous protection blanketing the region came from the transformation of the forest itself. Ever since it had become a sacred ground, the land possessed strange properties that shielded and nourished all life within it. Zhen Ai had contributed to those changes through her Dragon Dance, yet she understood better than anyone that the true source behind the miracle was Wo Li.

His very existence altered the world around him.

“It’s so pretty, Mom,” Tao Wolong cried out while staring at the crimson and golden heavens with wide sparkling eyes.

Zhen Ai followed his gaze and smiled faintly.

“It is,” she admitted softly.

Dark silhouettes suddenly descended from above.

A murder of crows swept across the sky before settling onto the massive branches nearby. At their forefront stood Old Crow while Willow landed beside him, feathers puffed up irritably.

“We cannot continue wandering aimlessly like this,” Old Crow declared. “The Sage must nurture himself first. Only then can he ascend higher.”

Willow immediately snapped back, “And abandon the forest? This sacred ground is still growing. If properly nurtured now, it could become a divine sanctuary in the future.”

“The Sage’s growth takes priority!”

“The forest’s growth supports the Sage!”

Their argument escalated almost instantly.

Zhen Ai pinched the bridge of her nose before finally intervening.

“What exactly is the problem now?” she asked tiredly.

Old Crow spread his wings dramatically. “I merely stated the obvious. The Sage should focus inward and cultivate himself.”

Willow huffed indignantly. “And I said the forest should be nurtured while its spiritual veins remain active. A sacred ground like this could change the fate of entire continents.”

Tao Wolong tugged lightly at Zhen Ai’s sleeve.

“Mom, why are they arguing?”

“It’s going to be okay,” Zhen Ai remarked helplessly. “Don’t mind them.”

An enormous black serpent resting nearby finally lifted his head.

“Enough.”

The simple word instantly silenced both birds.

Old Crow glanced downward. “Then what do you think, Old Black?”

“Yes,” Willow added quickly. “What is your opinion?”

Old Black stared at them blankly.

“How would I know?” the serpent replied. “I am not the Sage.”

Before anyone could continue, another voice suddenly thundered across the clearing.

“ISN’T IT OBVIOUS?!”

Everyone turned.

Roo stood upright atop a massive boulder, his tail slamming heavily against the ground with excitement.

“THE MASTER OF THE FOREST MUST FIND A MATE AS SOON AS POSSIBLE SO HIS RUNTS CAN BECOME MY SPARRING PARTNERS!”

An awkward and suffocating silence descended.

Then Old Black slowly nodded.

“He has a point,” the serpent admitted thoughtfully. “I believe the Sage is not entirely human. His lineage is clearly divine considering his mere presence enriches the forest itself. If he produced offspring…” The snake’s golden eyes gleamed faintly. “Just imagine it. Lots of baby Sages.”

Old Crow’s eyes brightened immediately.

“Perhaps if I rediscover the passage to his old world,” he muttered, “we could entice a few elves to come here so one or two can become his mate.”

Willow blinked in confusion.

“Old world? You know of such a place?”

Old Crow puffed his chest smugly.

“I suppose I am not only wiser than you, but more knowledgeable as well.”

The owl looked deeply offended.

Zhen Ai stared at the group with disbelief.

Their thoughts were strangely purehearted and selfish at the same time. They genuinely wished for Wo Li’s happiness and growth, yet they were also openly discussing using him to strengthen the forest further through children.

Personally, she thought the man deserved proper rest after everything he had endured.

Then Tao Wolong innocently asked the most disastrous question imaginable.

“Mom… what is a mate?”

Zhen Ai froze.

Unfortunately, Willow answered before she could stop her.

“In simple biological terms,” the owl began matter-of-factly, “mating is a reproductive process where the male inserts his reproductive organ into the female reproductive organ in order to fertilize—”

“WILLOW!” Zhen Ai nearly shouted.

The owl tilted her head in confusion.

“What? The child asked.”

Zhen Ai felt her face burning crimson.

How was this owl so intelligent yet somehow completely lacking in emotional awareness?!

Tao Wolong looked thoughtful for a moment before turning innocently toward his mother.

“So if a boy puts his peepee into a girl’s peepee… they can make a baby?”

Zhen Ai wanted the earth to swallow her whole.

…

..

.

[POV: Li Qing]

Li Qing silently read the report in her hands.

The room remained quiet save for the soft rustling of paper and the distant sound of rain beyond the pavilion windows. Several spirit lamps illuminated the chamber with a warm golden glow, yet the atmosphere still felt strangely cold.

The report detailed the situation concerning Senior Wo Li.

Every line made Li Qing’s expression grow increasingly grave.

A soft knock echoed from outside before Li Ming carefully entered the room.

Her granddaughter hesitated briefly before asking, “Grandmother… what is the status of the Sage?”

Li Qing lowered the report slightly.

“The latest information states that Senior Wo Li became lost in another domain after the battle,” she answered. “However, he recently managed to contact one of the old outposts belonging to the Willow Order there.”

Li Ming quietly released a sigh of relief.

“At least he’s alive.”

“Yes,” Li Qing murmured. “Alive.”

Weeks passed.

More reports arrived one after another, each heavier than the last.

The comprehensive investigation into the destruction of the Serenity Cliff Sect eventually landed upon Li Qing’s desk. She spent nearly an entire night reading through the testimonies, divination methods, and spiritual residue analyses collected from the ruins.

The details rattled her deeply. Not one survivor remained. The once flourishing sect had been reduced into a graveyard.

Even Guo Yupin was dead.

Li Qing closed her eyes for a long moment after reaching that section of the report.

Her old friend had survived countless conflicts throughout their lives. Together, they had witnessed political upheavals, sect wars, demonic invasions, and the rise and fall of geniuses thought destined to dominate entire eras.

Yet in the end, he still died like countless others beneath the storm unleashed by immortals.

The realization left a bitter taste in her mouth.

A few more days passed before news of the Serenity Cliff Sect’s demise fully spread throughout the Serenity Lake Domain.

The entire region shook.

Without one of the major sects maintaining the balance of power, countless smaller factions immediately began moving beneath the surface. Opportunists emerged from every direction, each seeking territory, resources, spiritual veins, or influence left behind in the power vacuum.

The Willow Order acted swiftly to suppress instability within the domain itself, but outside forces soon began inserting themselves into the situation.

Both righteous and wicked factions arrived. Some came under banners of aid and reconstruction. Others barely bothered disguising their greed. Everyone wanted a slice of the Serenity Lake Domain.

Fortunately, reinforcements soon arrived as well.

The Steel Sky Sect rapidly dispatched cultivators into the region to support the Serenity Cliff Sect and the Willow Order. Considering the longstanding collective security agreements between their allied sects and organizations, their actions were unsurprising.

The Stone Spire Sect also sent representatives. Though their intentions were hardly altruistic. Still, their assistance proved genuine enough.

Li Qing understood why.

The Stone Spire Sect respected Senior Wo Li tremendously after recent events. Even if political interests motivated part of their involvement, they still viewed supporting the Serenity Lake Domain as honoring a man who had risked everything to protect it.

Li Qing slowly folded the report shut.

The world was changing.

And the terrifying part was that this was only the beginning.

…
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[POV: Guo Yimu]

“Are you okay, buddy?”

Guo Yimu stared blankly ahead while the words reached his ears like distant echoes. It was already the third time Wo Li had asked him that question during the journey.

The young man’s lips trembled faintly, yet no answer came.

After a moment, Wo Li sighed softly.

“Sorry,” he said quietly. “You don’t have to be okay. But you must stay strong, okay?”

Guo Yimu lowered his head. Strong. The word felt hollow. He remembered everything. Every scream. Every death. Every moment his own body moved against his will, while his soul remained trapped helplessly inside himself like a prisoner forced to watch through borrowed eyes.

With every bone in his body, Guo Yimu wished he had died instead.

But Wo Li had brought him back.

The problem was that Guo Yimu no longer knew whether that was mercy or cruelty.

Dark bags lingered beneath his dull eyes while his lips remained cracked and dry from days of barely speaking. His once lively demeanor had vanished completely, leaving behind only exhaustion and emptiness.

“You should drink some water,” Wo Li said gently.

A bamboo flask was offered toward him.

Guo Yimu accepted it silently before taking several weak sips.

The water tasted clean and cool, yet even that simple sensation felt strangely distant.

When they eventually arrived at Leafhome City, Guo Yimu found himself unable to even pretend to be normal anymore. Normally, he would have cracked jokes or acted shamelessly to ease tension. Now he could barely muster the energy to speak.

Everywhere he looked, he saw reflections.

Store windows.

Water basins.

Polished metal.

And every time he saw himself, nausea twisted violently within his stomach.

His hair had grown long and disheveled. His body no longer felt like his own. It felt violated. His hands trembled uncontrollably. He should have been the victim. Then why did he still feel guilty? Why did the faces of those murdered by his stolen body continue haunting him every time he closed his eyes?

Inside his room at the inn, Guo Yimu finally broke.

He collapsed beside the bed while muffled sobs escaped his throat.

Of course, he did not kill those people. It was not him. It was that monster. That thief. That sick bastard. Then why? Why did Lu Jing not simply destroy his soul entirely? Why force him to watch everything? Was it some cruel requirement of his cultivation technique? Some twisted pleasure? Some strategic advantage? Or was Lu Jing simply a monster who enjoyed suffering?

Guo Yimu buried his face into his trembling hands.

Hatred churned violently within him. Hatred toward Lu Jing. Hatred toward himself. Hatred toward the helpless weakness that still clung to him.

Eventually, his gaze drifted toward the dresser nearby.

A knife rested there. His breathing slowed. For several long moments, he stared at it silently. The temptation felt overwhelming. One thrust. One moment. And everything would finally end. But in the end, Guo Yimu slowly looked away.

No.

That was the coward’s path.

His trembling hand instead reached toward the blade for a different reason. Several hours later, strands of long hair littered the floor around him. Guo Yimu stared silently at his reflection. His head was completely shaved clean. His appearance now looked harsh, almost monk-like.

He no longer resembled the carefree scoundrel he used to be.

Perhaps that person had died already.

…

..
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[POV: Li Ming]

When Li Ming arrived at the place where the Serenity Cliff Sect once stood, she almost failed to recognize it.

There was nothing left.

The towering cliffside that had once housed the great sect had been cleaved apart entirely, as though some heavenly blade had descended from the sky and split the top of the cliff. Massive chunks of shattered earth and broken architecture littered the enormous lake below, the very body of water said to be the origin behind the Serenity Lake Domain’s name.

A gigantic thorn-covered vine sprawled across the ruined landscape like a dead dragon, fracturing the earth wherever it touched. Entire sections of the mountain had collapsed inward. Spiritual formations lay broken. Craters scarred the surroundings while lingering blood soaked into the soil beneath their feet.

Then Li Ming saw the bodies.

Some hung impaled upon shattered branches. Others floated lifelessly within the water below. The smell hit her immediately. Her stomach churned violently. Li Ming abruptly turned aside and vomited onto the ground.

The destruction was too overwhelming and grotesque.

It was so terrible that she could not even imagine this place ever being restored again. Her breathing trembled while she forced herself to stand upright. Then her gaze shifted toward Xing Ning nearby. He looked different now. More mature and sharper.

The youthful impulsiveness he once carried had dulled considerably. Though his face remained calm, a faint frown lingered between his brows while he silently observed the devastation around them.

Guo Yimu looked even worse.

The bald young man stood deathly pale while staring at the remains of his sect. His body swayed faintly as though he might collapse at any moment, yet somehow he remained standing.

Li Ming knew what happened to him.

Her grandmother had privately explained everything. How Guo Yimu had been possessed. How he had been forced to watch helplessly while the monster wearing his body slaughtered his own sect brothers and sisters.

The mere thought horrified her.

Once upon a time, the three of them, Xing Ning, Guo Yimu, and herself, had been among the first people to live beside the Sage. They knew one another well enough to laugh together naturally.

Now, things felt different.

Like some invisible wall had formed between the past and present.

Wo Li stepped forward while surveying the ruins quietly.

“Everyone,” he called out toward the cultivators accompanying them, “begin collecting the bodies and gather them together respectfully. Be careful around unstable structures. Some parts of the terrain may still collapse.”

The cultivators immediately acknowledged the order before dispersing throughout the ruins.

Li Ming watched the scene unfold with complicated emotions.

Cultivators wearing robes of different colors and sect emblems worked side by side despite belonging to entirely different organizations. Some came from allied factions. Others belonged to sects that once competed politically with the Serenity Cliff Sect.

Yet now they cooperated together in silence amidst the ruins.

Li Ming eventually approached Wo Li hesitantly.

“Senior,” she called softly.

Wo Li turned toward her.

She raised her hand slightly as spiritual energy shimmered faintly around her fingertips.

“I have better control over my Shén powers now,” she explained. “I can access much larger reserves of qi than before. If you need it… I can lend you my energy.”

Wo Li blinked briefly before smiling gently.

“I’d appreciate that,” he said sincerely.

Relief quietly appeared on Li Ming’s face. Even now, despite standing amidst death and ruin, Senior Wo Li still carried that same warmth that made others instinctively trust him.
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                [POV: Xing Ning]

Xing Ning quietly watched over the recovery efforts.

Cultivators moved throughout the devastated landscape while transporting bodies, stabilizing ruined terrain, and salvaging what little remained intact. The atmosphere remained grim, yet everyone continued working steadily without complaint.

At the center of it all stood Wo Li.

Senior Wo Li bore the heaviest burden personally.

Massive roots and vines emerged from the earth under his command, carefully shifting debris without damaging any corpses buried beneath. At times, Wo Li transformed into smaller animals capable of slipping through narrow crevices or diving deep into the lake below in search of missing bodies.

Xing Ning saw him become fish, birds, insects, and beasts repeatedly throughout the day. No one complained. No one questioned it.

Because everyone understood what he was trying to do.

He wanted to bring them home.

At the same time, Xing Ning occasionally kept an eye on Guo Yimu from afar. Baldy never left him with a particularly good impression before all this happened. The man had always been loud, shameless, and irritatingly carefree.

Now that same man looked hollow.

Xing Ning found himself wondering something uncomfortable.

If his own sect suffered such a fate someday… would he become like Guo Yimu?

Would he even remain sane?

Back when Senior Kang Wen betrayed him, Xing Ning already felt like his entire world had collapsed. That betrayal alone nearly shattered him completely.

So what about this?

What about witnessing one’s sect annihilated entirely?

Xing Ning unconsciously touched the dark sword resting at his waist. The weapon had saved his life once. It had also changed him thoroughly. To the point that he no longer truly qualified as human anymore. His fingers tightened slightly around the hilt.

Suddenly, cries of shock erupted nearby.

Xing Ning immediately looked up.

“What—?”

“He’s doing it!”

“The Sage is resurrecting someone!”

The gathered cultivators stared with disbelief toward the center of the ruined grounds. The earth itself began swallowing one of the corpses Wo Li had gathered earlier.

Moments later, the ground moved again.

A living cultivator emerged from the soil, made whole and alive again. The resurrected disciple coughed violently while staring around in confusion.

Silence descended for half a heartbeat.

Then the heavens roared.

Dark tribulation clouds instantly gathered overhead as Heavenly Tribulation descended with terrifying force.

BOOM!

Golden lightning crashed downward directly onto Wo Li.

The impact shook the ruined landscape violently.

Several cultivators cried out in alarm, but Wo Li remained standing despite spiritual lightning tearing across his body. More bolts descended one after another mercilessly, each strike carrying heavenly wrath powerful enough to kill ordinary cultivators outright.

Yet Wo Li endured it.

The surrounding cultivators erupted into cheers after realizing the resurrection had truly succeeded.

“He brought someone back!”

“A miracle!”

“The Sage truly defied heaven!”

But Xing Ning did not cheer.

Because unlike the others, he noticed something deeply unsettling.

Every time the lightning struck, Wo Li’s expression barely changed outwardly… yet Xing Ning could see the pain hidden beneath it.

Not physical pain.

Spiritual pain.

It was as though the heavens were not merely punishing Wo Li’s body, but lashing directly against his soul itself.

And still, Wo Li continued preparing the next corpse for resurrection.

…

..

.

It took over a month for me to resurrect everyone from the Serenity Cliff Sect.

A month of standing between life and death, forcing souls back into bodies that had already accepted the cold embrace of the grave. A month of shaping flesh, mending meridians, restoring shattered spirits, and rebuilding homes with roots and stone until the ruined cliff stood once more as though the disaster had never happened.

The forest answered my commands without hesitation. Trees bent to my will. Vines carried stone. Rivers changed course. Nature itself labored alongside me beneath the endless skies while I drowned deeper and deeper into exhaustion.

I hoped I did not miss anyone.

That thought haunted me more than anything else.

When the final spirit lamp reignited within the sect, I finally turned around. The disciples and elders stood silently behind me, staring with expressions I did not know how to handle anymore. Gratitude. Reverence. Fear.

“Senior!” Guo Yimu called out.

His voice sounded distant to me.

I looked over my shoulder. Guo Yimu bowed deeply, his hands trembling slightly. “Thank you.”

I stared at him for a moment before nodding once.

Beside him, Guo Yupin lowered his head as well. “We owe you everything.”

The words settled heavily inside my chest.

I wanted to tell them I was leaving. That I planned to enter seclusion and disappear from the world for a while. My body hurt. My soul hurt. Even breathing felt exhausting after repeatedly overturning the laws of life and death.

But looking at the rebuilt sect behind them and the tears in the disciples’ eyes, I could not bring myself to ruin the moment. If another disaster happened? If the Dark Order returned? I guessed I still wanted them to come to me.

That realization made me laugh bitterly inside.

Without another word, I left.

The journey back to my forest felt strangely unreal. Mountains passed by beneath drifting clouds while my mind wandered aimlessly through a haze of exhaustion. Every muscle in my body ached. My head throbbed with pain. Eventually, I arrived at the forest. The familiar scent of earth and leaves wrapped around me gently as I walked deeper between the ancient trees. My feet carried me unconsciously toward the place where everything had begun anew.

The tree where I resurrected.

I leaned against the massive trunk slowly. Its bark felt cool against my back. Above me, the leaves rustled softly beneath the wind, and for the first time in over a month, silence finally surrounded me.

My eyelids became heavy.

Then heavier still.

Exhaustion swallowed me whole.

…

When I opened my eyes again, my breath caught immediately.

The sky was gone.

A dark sun loomed above the forest.

It hung silently in the heavens like a massive black wound devouring the world itself. Darkness pulsed around it in slow waves, twisting the air with suffocating pressure. I recognized this place instantly. It resembled the mental space where I met the Monster.

Except now, it was my forest surrounding me.

And that dark sun…

The Monster once told me it represented my misfortune. My balance. My punishment. But compared to before, it had grown unimaginably larger. The sight of it made my chest tighten. So this was the price for saving all those people.

“I am the balance, huh?” I muttered bitterly.

What a joke.

“If you want to go home, you just have to tell me.”

I froze.

Someone sat beside me against the tree.

I had not sensed him at all.

The man wore dark robes speckled with starlight, as though pieces of the night sky had been woven directly into the fabric itself. A dark crown rested atop his black hair, while his golden-green eyes reflected the enormous dark sun above us without fear.

I immediately stood up.

“Who are you?” I asked warily.

The man looked at me calmly. “I’m the one who brought you to this world.”

My pupils shrank slightly.

“Why? What are you?”

“It depends.”

The moment he finished speaking, his appearance changed.

The crowned man suddenly became a dark-haired man wearing a red scarf. He looked completely ordinary now, almost like someone I could have passed by on Earth without a second glance.

“Seriously, though,” he said casually, “you work hard, huh?”

Before I could react, his form shifted again.

This time, he became a blond-haired woman with tired eyes.

“Now, I just feel bad.”

Then the woman disappeared entirely.

A rock dropped onto the grass.

I stared at it blankly.

“…What?”

The rock remained there motionlessly. Slowly, I crouched down and picked it up with both hands, staring at it closely with utter confusion.

“That’s cute,” I said sarcastically and thoughtlessly.

The rock instantly transformed.

A beautiful woman now stood before me, her long dark hair flowing behind her while the familiar crown rested upon her head. Golden-green eyes watched me with faint amusement.

“You’re weird,” I muttered.

“So are you,” she replied immediately.

“If I tell you to return me home back to Earth, you really would?”

“Yes.”

“Is there gonna be a catch?”

“No.”

“How can I believe you?”

“That’s all to your judgment.”

I fell silent afterward. There was a strange feeling coming from this being. It was completely different from the Monster. The Monster felt endless and hungry, like staring into an abyss that wanted to consume everything around it.

But this existence?

It felt lonely. That was the only word I could think of. Lonely and impossibly distant. Yet somehow, I felt like we understood each other.

“Why am I here?” I asked quietly.

The mysterious being stood up from the grass. Their form shifted once more, returning to the crowned man from before.

“To act as a cog within an imperfect machine I created,” he answered calmly. “I would like to present myself as a magnanimous and benevolent existence, but the truth is I’m a bad person.”

The honesty of his answer startled me more than anything else.

“I kidnap Earthlings and bring them to other worlds to fulfill certain destinies,” he continued. “There are many reasons why I do this. Some are less altruistic than the others. Reasons that would bore you, and reasons you will probably forget once this conversation ends.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“My existence is too huge and incomprehensible for your mind to properly retain,” he explained. “You will forget me. That is what I mean.”

A chill ran through me. Even now, as I stared directly at him, I already felt parts of my memory becoming blurry around the edges. I clenched my fists tightly.

My voice trembled slightly as I asked, “So the reason you came to me was… to ask me this question? If I want to go home?”

“Yes,” answered the mysterious being.

“Are you an Earthling too?” I asked. The question slipped out naturally. The Supreme Monster had been one. Or at least, he once was. So what were the chances this being before me had also originated from Earth?

“Hm. That’s a secret.”

I frowned. That non-answer somehow felt more suspicious than an outright lie. Slowly, memories surfaced inside my mind of the Supreme Monster’s claim about my past. I swallowed dryly. “Is it true? Did I really kill myself?”

My voice sounded distant even to myself.

“I don’t remember anything like that.” I clenched my fists. “Why?”

“It is true,” he said gently. “Most often, there are simply fears and painful experiences so overwhelming that they rob people of their memories. Trauma has a way of breaking the mind apart until certain truths become unreachable.”

His golden-green eyes rested on me calmly.

“You should know that better than anyone.”

A bitter feeling spread through my chest. I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

The mysterious being looked toward the dark sun above us and asked once more. “For the final time, Wo Li… do you wish to return home? You have reached a threshold. Because of what you accomplished, this world may prosper for another ten thousand years. But if that dark sun grows any larger? Your suffering will only worsen.”

I looked up at the enormous black star hanging above us.

It pulsed slowly, like a heart or maybe a curse.

“Why did it have to be me?” I asked.

“It did not have to be you. Ultimately, this was a choice you could make. Though admittedly, it was a choice I forced into your hands.”

Silence followed afterward.

I sat there quietly beneath the tree, thinking. I thought about the people I met in this world. Willow’s endless energy. Zhen Ai’s quiet devotion and hardship. Tao Wolong calling me godfather with those bright innocent eyes. The Old Crow’s terrible jokes. Old Black pretending to be wise while constantly causing problems. The kangaroo picking fights with me. The life and death. The pain. The moments where I nearly or thought I died. And strangely enough? The peaceful moments too. Camping beneath the stars. Cooking random nonsense in the forest. Watching rain fall through the trees. Listening to the crows argue over absolutely nothing. Simple things. Small things.

Yet somehow, they became meaningful.

More meaningful than the endless routine I left behind on Earth.

I slowly looked toward the mysterious being.

“I’ll stay,” I said.

“It will be tough for you,” he warned.

I snorted softly.

“This is still way better than working nine to five,” I replied. “Besides, I still have camping stuff to do.”

I leaned back against the tree.

“And a lot more lazing around.”

The mysterious being laughed quietly at that. Maybe it was selfish. Actually, no. It definitely was selfish. But in this world… I mattered. Not in the superficial sense. Not fame. Not glory. Not being worshipped. Here, the things I did carried weight. People lived because of me. People smiled because of me.

My existence meant something.

I stared at the dark sun again.

“Is there any way for that misfortune thing to disappear?” I asked.

The mysterious being shook his head.

“It isn’t that simple.”

Of course, it wasn’t.

I sighed tiredly before asking another question.

“What was your intention in bringing me here?”

The crowned man looked toward the endless dark sky.

“To bring harmony,” he answered.

Then his eyes shifted back toward me.

“To three worlds.”

Before I could ask what he meant, everything faded.

…

I woke up slowly.

The familiar scent of my forest greeted me first. Leaves rustled overhead while soft sunlight filtered through the branches above. For a few moments, I simply sat there quietly, trying to gather my thoughts.

It felt like I had experienced a very long dream.

A dream I could already feel slipping away around the edges. But one realization remained clear within my mind. The thought that I was the balance was not wrong. But it was not entirely right either.

At the same time, I was also chaos.

Two opposing halves of the same existence. Creation and destruction. Salvation and misfortune. A contradiction walking in a world that wasn’t mine.

“…Huh,” I muttered weakly.

Only then did I realize I was surrounded.

“Master, how are you doing?” Zhen Ai asked worriedly beside me.

I stared at her blankly.

“Godfather!”

A small blur crashed directly into me. Tao Wolong wrapped his arms around my waist tightly while looking up at me with sparkling eyes. I sighed helplessly before patting his head gently.

“I’m fine,” I said.

Nearby, Willow and the Old Crow perched atop a tree branch.

“I’m telling you, Master Wo Li definitely likes elegant women,” Willow declared confidently.

The Old Crow immediately scoffed. “Nonsense! He clearly prefers dangerous women who can punch mountains apart!”

“That sounds oddly specific.”

“Experience speaks wisdom!”

“You got rejected by a pigeon spirit!”

“That was one time!”

“What got into those two…?” I muttered.

Beside me, Old Black slithered across the grass gracefully before lowering his head slightly.

“It is good to see you well, Master of the Forest.”

I rubbed my forehead tiredly.

“Sheesh…”

Suddenly someone called out.

“OUR BATTLE WILL BE LEGENDARY!” Roo landed in front of me dramatically before lowering his body into a battle stance. His tail wagged furiously. “I, ROO THE GREAT, ISSUE YOU A CHALLENGE! THE LOSER MUST SURRENDER TODAY’S SNACKS!”

“Ah, come on, Roo…” I sighed. “Maybe next time, buddy. I feel a bit tired.”

Roo gasped dramatically like I had mortally wounded him.

Tao Wolong suddenly brightened.

“Maybe Mom’s dance can cheer you up!”

Instantly, the murder of crows flocked onto nearby branches. Hundreds of black eyes turned toward me expectantly. Even Old Black seemed oddly interested. Zhen Ai especially looked very eager.

I looked around slowly at all of them, and sighed in defeat.

I could not say no to those eyes.

“Fine, fine…”

Zhen Ai’s face lit up immediately.

She grabbed my hand excitedly and pulled me upright.

“Let me teach it to you, Master Wo Li,” she said happily. “Someday, perhaps, you may even learn the ability to transform into a dragon!”

I stared at her.

Then at the excited crows.

Then at Roo somehow dancing already.

“…Why do I suddenly feel like I made a terrible mistake?”

Beneath the warm sunlight filtering through the leaves, surrounded by strange companions I once could never have imagined meeting, the exhaustion in my heart slowly faded away. Perhaps the road ahead would only become harsher. Perhaps the dark sun above my fate would continue to grow heavier with every life I saved.

But at this moment, standing within the forest I called home, I finally understood something simple and undeniable. Even amidst chaos, suffering, and endless change, life still moved forward through the bonds people created with one another.

And maybe, just maybe, that was the true meaning behind my existence.

Do you hear that?

The beating in my heart? The laughter and joys I shared with them?

That was my song of harmony, and I want to share them to the world.

            

    
        058 Hermit’s Respite.

    
    
    
    
                Hermit Sage Forest had become my paradise.

I woke up slowly from my magically induced sleep, my consciousness rising together with the sap flowing through the ancient tree I had merged with. It was still a weird feeling no matter how many times I did it. My body had become part of the trunk, roots spreading into the earth while my senses drifted with the forest itself. Then, once I released the phytokinesis, I separated from the bark like a man climbing out of warm water.

Honestly, it was amazing.

I stretched lazily atop the thick branch and leaned back against the trunk, staring at the clear morning sky above the sea of leaves. Golden sunlight filtered through the canopy, dancing across my face as the wind brushed against my skin.

“Now, this is awesome…”

I felt like an absolute bum, but the ability to relax whenever I wanted was one of the greatest victories of my life. No schemes. No fighting. No cultivators trying to murder me for breathing incorrectly. Just peace.

I took a deep breath.

Fresh leaves. Damp earth. Wildflowers. Tree sap. Animal shit somewhere in the distance.

Nature.

Isolating myself and playing the seclusion card had genuinely been the best decision I’d ever made. The Dark Order was basically finished on this continent, at least for now, so I could finally loosen up a little. Sure, there were probably still countless terrible people in the world, but that wasn’t my problem anymore.

They just better pray they never found me.

Or worse, that I suddenly woke up one day in the mood to go on a crusade.

“BLOW JAB! BLOW JAB!”

I nearly died choking on my own saliva.

I coughed violently and looked down from the branch, only to witness the horrifying sight of a kangaroo shadowboxing beneath my tree.

“BLOW JAB! BLOW JAB!” Roo shouted energetically as he punched the air with frightening seriousness. “THE HEAVENS SHALL TREMBLE BEFORE THE SUPREME FIST OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER!”

I stared at him in disbelief.

“Hey, Roo,” I called out weakly, “isn’t it still too early for your shenanigans?”

The kangaroo immediately pointed at me accusingly. “MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS, WO LI! A TRUE MARTIAL ARTIST DOES NOT REST!”

“You should do your business somewhere else,” I argued. “You’re disturbing my rest.”

“But this place is perfect!” Roo declared proudly. “YOU’RE HERE!”

“…That’s your reason?”

“OF COURSE!” He puffed out his chest proudly. “YOU ARE MY OBJECT OF INSPIRATION! THE MIGHTY WALL I SHALL ONE DAY OVERCOME!”

I regretted asking.

“BLOW JAB! BLOW JAB!”

I rubbed my forehead. “Who even taught you that? I mean… shouting your technique names is cool and all, but…”

“I THOUGHT OF THE NAME MYSELF!” Roo announced triumphantly. “IT’S COOL, RIGHT?”

I immediately shook my head. “No. Just no.”

Roo froze.

Then his ears drooped.

For a brief moment, I almost felt guilty.

However, the kangaroo recovered with terrifying speed.

“IT’S FINE!” he shouted while throwing another barrage of punches into the air. “I STILL THINK IT’S COOL!”

Right.

I’d almost forgotten the horrifying level of optimism this creature possessed.

“BLOW JAB! BLOW JAB!”

“Still,” I muttered, “you really don’t have to shout it every single time.”

“But the cultivators who keep challenging me always shout their techniques!” Roo defended himself passionately. “I CAN’T JUST YELL ‘WAY OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER’ EVERY TIME I JUMP AT THEM! THAT TAKES TOO MANY SYLLABLES! A TRUE FIGHTER NEEDS VARIETY!”

I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“How about,” I said carefully, “you just change the names of your moves instead? Please. For my sanity.”

“NO!”

“WHY!?”

“BECAUSE THEY REPRESENT MY FIGHTING SPIRIT!”

Oh my god.

I inhaled deeply, trying to maintain inner peace.

It failed.

“How about a spar?” I suggested instead. “You can unleash your fighting spirit somewhere productive.”

To my surprise, Roo suddenly became serious.

He crossed his arms and shook his head firmly. “NO. I AM NOT YET STRONG ENOUGH TO CONTEND AGAINST YOU.”

I blinked.

That… was unexpectedly self-aware.

Roo nodded respectfully toward me. “BUT THANK YOU FOR WISHING TO RECEIVE MY BLOW JAB.”

“No!” I immediately shouted. “I don’t want your Blow Jab!”

“Your fear is understandable.”

“I AM NOT AFRAID OF THE BLOW JAB!”

“Many warriors fear the Blow Jab at first.”

“STOP SAYING IT LIKE IT’S SOME LEGENDARY TECHNIQUE!”

Roo merely smiled wisely, like a grandmaster overlooking the ignorance of mortals.

Ugh…

This was exhausting.

“Do you at least have other moves?” I asked. “Maybe you could shout those instead.”

Roo suddenly gasped.

Then he nodded sagely, eyes narrowing with enlightenment.

“INDEED,” he declared gravely. “I SPOKE OF VARIETY… YET I HAVE ONLY BEEN USING BLOW JAB.”

“…Please don’t invent more.”

“I SHALL CREATE AN ENTIRE MARTIAL SYSTEM!” Roo proclaimed to the heavens. “THE AGE OF THE BLOW JAB HAS ONLY JUST BEGUN!”

I seriously considered merging back into the tree and pretending I was dead.

Roo suddenly inhaled deeply, his entire body tensing as though he were preparing to unveil the pinnacle of martial arts.

“FOOT JAB!”

He unleashed a sharp kick forward.

The movement was surprisingly clean. It was fast, compact, and efficient. His balance was solid, and the force behind the strike actually stirred the grass around him.

“Not bad.”

No.

NO!

It was not time to be impressed!

“FOOT JAB! FOOT JAB! DOUBLE FOOT JAB!” Roo shouted while unleashing a flurry of kicks into the air with enough force to crack the earth beneath him.

I held a hand over my forehead.

Should I cast a spell on this guy?

Or maybe hit him with my staff?

N-No. That was too much.

That would just be animal abuse at this point.

Besides, I’d feel bad considering how earnest Roo was about his training. The guy genuinely believed he was building the ultimate martial system.

Unfortunately, that martial system sounded like the fever dream of a drunken boxer.

Roo suddenly spun around and planted his tail into the ground for balance. Then he twisted his body violently and thrust his backside backward with explosive force.

“BACK SHOT!”

I stared at him in horror.

Okay.

OKAY.

This guy had to be doing this on purpose.

“There’s no way…” I muttered weakly.

“BLOW JAB! BACK SHOT! FOOT JAB! BLOW JAB! BACK SHOT! FOOT JAB!” Roo roared as he chained the attacks together with terrifying enthusiasm.

The forest trembled. Birds fled from the trees. A nearby squirrel looked spiritually defeated. Yeah. I was done with this kangaroo.

Before Roo could unveil whatever horrifying technique came next, I activated Nature’s Stride. Spiritual energy flowed through the roots beneath the forest floor, and my body dissolved into green light before reappearing several kilometers away near Zhen Ai’s residence.

Peace.

Sweet peace.

“Godfather!”

I barely had enough time to register Tao Wolong’s voice before the boy descended from above like an excited monkey. He leaped down from the treehouse gracefully and rushed toward me with his arms spread wide open.

I sidestepped calmly, and stuck out my foot.

The boy tripped instantly and crashed face-first into the dirt.

“Godfather!” Tao Wolong complained while lifting his head from the ground. “That was unfair! You dodged!”

“You were just too slow,” I replied shamelessly.

“That’s because you cheated!”

“Winning is winning.”

Tao Wolong puffed his cheeks angrily while dirt clung to his face.

Meanwhile, Zhen Ai peeked out from the treehouse above us.

“Master Wo?” she called out in surprise.

I waved lazily. “Yo.”

Her eyes brightened immediately.

“Are you here to learn your characters?”

I winced.

Right.

I had completely forgotten about that.

Some time ago, I’d asked Zhen Ai to teach me how to read and write properly in this world. Unfortunately, I’d also discovered that procrastination was one of humanity’s greatest inventions. Living peacefully in the forest had only strengthened my desire to do absolutely nothing productive.

Sadly, Zhen Ai remembered.

And now I was trapped.

Of course, it wasn’t like I was completely illiterate. Xing Ning had taught me a bit before, enough that I could recognize common characters and painfully stumble my way through simpler texts if I concentrated hard enough. Basic manuals, signs, amateurish nature memoirs, and easy textbooks were manageable.

The real problem started once the writings became more advanced. Historical records, cultivation theories, scholarly essays? Those might as well have been encrypted scriptures to me. Worse, the recent memory loss that had been quietly stacking over time was starting to make everything unreliable. Sometimes I’d forget characters I swore I learned yesterday. Other times, I’d read an entire paragraph only to realize moments later that none of it stayed in my head. It was frustrating in a way I didn’t like thinking about too much, because for the first time in a long while, I couldn’t just brute-force my way through the issue.

The lesson began shortly afterward inside the treehouse. Tao Wolong joined us enthusiastically, though mostly because he enjoyed mocking me whenever I struggled.

Which happened often.

Very often.

“This character means mountain,” Zhen Ai explained patiently while writing the symbol onto parchment.

I stared at it blankly.

“…Why does it look like a dead spider?”

Tao Wolong immediately burst into laughter.

“Godfather is stupid!”

“I can hear your future ass-whooping approaching,” I informed him calmly.

Zhen Ai sighed softly. “Master Wo, please focus.”

“I am focusing.”

“You’ve been staring out the window for the last five minutes.”

“…I was contemplating the philosophical meaning of the character.”

Tao Wolong pointed at me dramatically. “Liar! You were watching a bird!”

“It was a very interesting bird.”

Zhen Ai pinched the bridge of her nose. “Alright. Again. This character means water.”

“…That’s three squiggles.”

“It symbolizes flowing streams.”

“It symbolizes my suffering.”

Tao Wolong laughed so hard he nearly rolled off his seat.

Honestly, I knew this shouldn’t have been difficult for me. My stats were absurd, and my memory was far beyond ordinary humans at this point. Memorization itself wasn’t the issue.

The problem was that the language system felt fundamentally… wrong to me somehow.

Whenever I tried focusing too deeply on the written characters, my mind drifted strangely. The Voice of the World constantly translated meaning directly into my consciousness, bypassing the need for proper literacy. It was like my ability had spoiled me rotten.

Or maybe merging with trees lately had genuinely started messing with my brain.

That was also possible.

“Master Wo,” Zhen Ai asked carefully, “are you alright?”

I blinked and realized I’d been staring at the same character for several minutes.

“…Yeah. I just zoned out again.”

“You’ve been doing that often lately.”

“I know.”

Her expression softened slightly. “Perhaps you should stop using your strange sleeping method so much.”

“…Probably.”

Tao Wolong leaned forward suspiciously. “Godfather sleeps inside trees.”

Zhen Ai looked at me.

I looked away.

“…It’s comfortable.”

“You sound like an old forest spirit.”

“That’s because I’m evolving.”

“You’re devolving,” Tao Wolong corrected confidently.

Traitor.

Eventually, after another painful hour of my intellectual destruction, I finally gave up.

“You know what?” I sighed while lying flat on the floor dramatically. “I surrender. Reading is overrated.”

“Master Wo…”

“Instead, how about you read me one of those history books the Willow Order sent over?”

Zhen Ai crossed her arms. “Next time, you must work harder on your characters.”

“Yes, mom.”

She rolled her eyes immediately.

Meanwhile, Tao Wolong puffed up indignantly. “Mother! Why are you always so easy on godfather?!”

I reached over and ruffled his hair aggressively.

“Because I’m charming.”

“You’re lazy!”

“Also true.”

I sat up slightly and gestured toward the books.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s just learn history.”

Honestly, it was embarrassing having someone else read to me like this, but lately my attention span had been genuinely terrible. I kept finding myself drifting into trances without realizing it. Sometimes, when the wind blew through the trees, I almost instinctively wanted to merge with the forest again and sleep for days.

That probably wasn’t healthy.

The tree-merging ability was fascinating, but the more useful an ability was, the more careful you had to be around it. I’d learned that lesson already.

Zhen Ai eventually opened one of the thicker books and began reading aloud.

“The origins of the sect system,” she read calmly, “remain heavily debated among scholars. Some historians argue that nations came first, requiring powerful cultivator organizations to defend their borders. Others insist the opposite is true, that sects existed long before nations and that rulers merely formed governments around already established cultivator powers.”

I rested my chin on my palm while listening quietly.

“The earliest recorded kingdoms often relied upon nearby sects for military support,” Zhen Ai continued. “However, this relationship created unusual balances of power. In many regions, sect leaders held authority equal to kings themselves. Some nations prospered under this arrangement, while others became little more than puppets beneath immortal clans.”

Tao Wolong tilted his head. “So… who was stronger? Kings or sects?”

Zhen Ai smiled faintly.

“That question,” she said, “has started wars for thousands of years.”

            

    
        059 Stories Beneath the Bonfire

    
    
    
    
                “Hey, Old Black!” I called out toward the enormous serpent coiling lazily around the tree.

The massive snake stirred almost immediately. Branches rustled as his gigantic body shifted, black scales gleaming faintly beneath the afternoon sunlight filtering through the leaves. His golden eyes lowered toward me with surprising gentleness.

“Master,” Old Black greeted respectfully, lowering his head slightly. “This servant greets you. Is there something you require of me?”

It still felt weird to me how Old Black and the local wildlife had been extremely respectful to me.

“There is indeed something I need,” I answered, crossing my arms. “But come on, you could at least do a little ice breaker first.”

Old Black blinked slowly. “What is ice?”

I opened my mouth confidently, but decided to close it.

“…That’s actually a harder question than I thought.”

Old Black waited patiently while I scratched my cheek awkwardly, trying to remember how to explain something so normal back on Earth without sounding stupid.

“Well… ice is what happens when temperature gets too low. Liquid becomes solid.” I crouched down, picking up a rock to gesture with. “It’s like… a chunk of coldness. White sometimes. Transparent too. Really slippery. Maybe someday, if we travel to wintry regions, we’ll see snow as well.”

Old Black’s eyes widened with visible fascination. “Snow…”

“Yeah.”

“Master,” he said carefully, almost hesitantly, “could this servant truly accompany you on such adventures?”

I laughed. “Of course. Everyone’s welcome to join my adventures.”

Old Black’s massive head lowered slightly, his forked tongue flicking out once. “Then why did Master not invite me during the hunt against those Dark Order cultivators?”

“…Ah.”

Right.

I almost forgot Old Black asked me something like that before through Willow.

I rubbed the back of my neck awkwardly. “Well, then you need to train Roo properly first. Somebody has to defend this place in our stead while we’re away. Once that kangaroo stops acting like a complete menace, we can go on adventures sometimes.”

Old Black immediately sounded serious. “This servant understands.”

Camping wasn’t just about surviving in forests or cultivating peacefully. At least, not for me. Part of it had always been about the adventure itself. Exploring unknown places. Seeing weird things. Meeting strange people. Telling stories around campfires.

Honestly, after I got bored enough with this forest, I knew I’d eventually be tempted to leave despite all my misgivings about the outside world.

Old Black shifted slightly around the tree. “Then, Master, what was it that you truly needed from this servant?”

I stared at the ground for a few moments before answering.

“…Could you talk with me for a while?”

Old Black tilted his enormous head.

“I want you to listen to my stories,” I continued quietly. “And… remember them on my behalf.”

The forest became strangely silent after those words.

Even the wind seemed to soften.

After learning that dying, resurrecting myself, or resurrecting other people could cause memory loss, I had been thinking about this for a very long time. I would be lying if I said it didn’t terrify me.

If anything, it scared me down to my bones.

That was how bad it was.

And lately, it had only been getting worse for some reason, almost like a cascading effect from everything I had done so far. Sometimes, I forgot small details. Other times, entire moments vanished from my head without warning. There were even occasions when I heard the voice of the ‘Monster’ whispering mockingly inside my mind.

“Look at you forgetting yourself piece by piece. How tragic.”

Not nice.

Very not nice.

Old Black remained silent, patiently waiting.

So I started talking.

“My name back on Earth was Wally,” I said slowly. “Well… not exactly pronounced like how others do it. Of course, I am growing into Wo Li, but it would be nice if someone knows, you know? Wally. Wa~li. Something like that. There was more emphasis on it. But honestly, I think even I’m starting to forget how it sounded properly.”

Old Black listened attentively.

“I liked superheroes a lot,” I continued with a small laugh. “Movies, comics, cartoons… all of it. I used to imagine having powers all the time when I was younger. Flying around. Saving people. Fighting monsters.”

I paused briefly.

Funny enough, I got exactly what I wanted.

Just not in the way I imagined.

“My parents were…” I frowned slightly, trying to remember. “Good people. I think. My mom used to nag me a lot. My dad was quieter.” My expression slowly stiffened. “I… can’t remember their faces anymore.”

That one hurt.

Even after all this time, it still hurt.

“I had friends too,” I continued quietly. “School friends. Online friends. We used to joke around a lot. Waste time talking about games and anime and dumb stuff.” I chuckled weakly. “Back then, I thought life was boring.”

Old Black lowered his gigantic head closer, silently listening.

I kept talking about school, food, rainy afternoons, staying awake too late watching random videos online, and how weird Earth would probably sound to people here.

At some point, I realized something strange.

I thought this conversation would feel depressing.

Instead, I found myself feeling energized and validated. Yes, I couldn’t even remember my own surname anymore. I couldn’t remember the faces of my parents. Some memories felt fragmented, like pieces of paper drifting apart in water.

But speaking about them aloud made them feel real again.

Like they existed.

Like I existed.

We spent hours wandering around the forest while talking, changing locations whenever the scenery started feeling stale. Old Black was incredibly respectful the entire time, carefully listening to every word and committing everything to memory. Occasionally, he would ask curious questions or let out amused hissing laughter whenever I told particularly ridiculous stories.

When night finally arrived, I prepared a bonfire near the riverbank.

The flames crackled warmly beneath the dark sky while embers drifted upward like tiny stars.

And still, we continued talking.

Sometimes Roo would suddenly appear out of nowhere, aggressively shadowboxing the air nearby as though demanding attention for his latest “ultimate martial technique.” Unfortunately for him, a single disappointed stare from Old Black was enough to make the kangaroo immediately shrink away in defeat before hopping off into the darkness.

The crows occasionally joined us too.

Other animals as well.

Small creatures gathered around the fire curiously, listening to my stories about another world. Some asked questions. Others simply listened quietly, fascinated by tales of skyscrapers, airplanes, superheroes, and oceans of lights stretching endlessly through cities.

They treated my words like wisdom.

I didn’t dare call them that.

They were just stories.

This continued for days, weeks, and somehow, months.

I talked endlessly about Earth, my childhood, random memories, and things that probably sounded nonsensical to creatures born in this world. Sometimes Zhen Ai would come with her son, quietly sitting near the fire while listening with genuine fascination. I rambled about movies, cities, videogames, schools, and the absurdity of internet arguments.

I had so much to tell.

And honestly?

It felt good.

Someday, when I ran out of Earth memories to share, I thought I would start telling Nevle’s stories too. The memories of his world. The life before the ‘Monster.’ The experiences that belonged to the other half of me.

Because lately, I wasn’t sure anymore who I really was.

Nevle?

Or the Earthling?

At the beginning, I had been inclined to believe I was the Earthling wearing another person’s skin. It was easier that way. But after everything that happened, after all the memories and emotions tangled together because of the ‘Monster,’ I slowly began seeing myself as both.

Though admittedly…

I cherished my Earth memories more.

Well, apparently not enough to keep living there considering I literally committed suicide, but still. My childhood especially was something I treasured deeply, even if I only realized its importance after losing pieces of it little by little.

One night, after another long storytelling session beneath the stars, I leaned back against a fallen log and let out a tired sigh.

“Thanks for listening, Old Black.”

The gigantic serpent rested his head beside the bonfire, golden eyes reflecting the dancing flames.

“No, Master,” Old Black answered respectfully. “It is this servant who must thank you. I have learned much from your stories.”

I chuckled softly. “Learned what exactly?”

“That such a life could exist without the blessings of heaven.”

I blinked.

Old Black continued slowly, sounding genuinely awed.

“A world without qi. Without cultivation. Without spiritual beasts. Yet people still reached the skies, crossed entire oceans, and built mountains of steel.” His tongue flicked thoughtfully. “Master speaks of Earth as though it were ordinary, yet to this servant, it sounds like a mythical realm.”

Honestly, hearing Earth described like that felt surreal.

My old world probably would’ve laughed itself to death if someone called it mythical.

Old Black lowered his voice slightly. “Could a snake like this servant live such an incredible life too?”

I stared quietly into the bonfire.

Incredible or mythical…

I really had no idea about that.

Earth had its own problems after all. Corruption, loneliness, violence, greed, depression. People romanticized worlds they had never lived in.

Still…

I smiled faintly.

“I don’t know,” I admitted honestly. “But if it’s a matter of choice, then you can have that too.” I poked the bonfire with a stick while using phytokinesis to pull more dried leaves and wood into the flames. “In this world.”

The fire crackled brighter.

Tonight, there were no guests.

No crows.

No curious wildlife.

Just the two of us beneath the dark forest canopy.

Old Black became unusually quiet after that, his intelligent eyes reflecting the flames with a strange spark hidden deep within them. Excitement. Real excitement.

Eventually, the enormous serpent spoke again.

“Master… it seems this servant has experienced a breakthrough.”

I looked toward him immediately.

Old Black’s voice carried restrained anticipation. “It is almost time for this servant to molt. I will need to hunt much food before entering deep slumber. I may be away for some time.”

Ah.

That meant he needed to leave for a while.

Unexpectedly, the thought made me feel a little lonely.

Somehow, I had grown used to these nightly conversations.

Old Black observed my silence before speaking again.

“If Master does not wish it, this servant shall remain.”

I shook my head immediately.

“No, no, it’s fine.” I laughed softly. “Come on, buddy. Follow your instincts. Become more. There’s no need to shy away from growth.” I pointed at him firmly. “Just remember not to lose your path.”

Old Black lowered his massive head respectfully.

“This servant thanks Master.”

Old Black began slithering away.

I watched quietly for a few moments before suddenly remembering something.

“Hey, Old Black!”

The massive serpent stopped. His gigantic head slowly turned back toward me, golden eyes glowing faintly beneath the moonlight.

“Yes, Master?”

I scratched my cheek awkwardly before speaking.

“You know… before you leave.” I pointed toward him lazily. “Could you stop talking so formally all the time?”

Old Black blinked once.

I continued, “Like the whole ‘this servant, this servant’ thing. It feels weird.”

The serpent remained silent.

I smiled faintly at him. “Just talk normally like before. Like old times.”

For a brief moment, Old Black looked genuinely stunned.

“Old times…” he repeated quietly.

“Yeah,” I answered. “Back when I asked you to teach me. Remember that?”

How long ago was that already?

Back then, Old Black had felt mysterious and terrifying to me. An ancient serpent hidden deep within the forest who spoke strange truths and watched me with unreadable eyes. I still remembered how unsure I was when I approached him for guidance.

Old Black lowered his massive head slightly, almost thoughtfully. The firelight reflected across his dark scales while the forest grew quiet around us.

Finally, he spoke again.

“…Alright.”

I blinked.

That response alone already sounded different. It was less distant and less ceremonial.

Old Black’s forked tongue flicked briefly as he looked toward me with an oddly complicated expression. “I got used to speaking that way because you became someone important to the forest.” His voice softened slightly. “But if you dislike it, I’ll stop.”

I laughed. “See? That already sounds way better.”

A low rumbling hiss escaped the enormous serpent. It almost sounded amused.

“You really are strange, Wo Li.”

Hearing him say my name so casually after months of endless “Master” this and “Master” that honestly felt refreshing.

I leaned back against the log with a grin. “There we go. Much better.”

“Until next time, Master.”

“Oh, come on!”

Soon afterward, the enormous serpent slithered away into the darkness between the trees. Not long later, distant sounds of animals fighting echoed faintly throughout the forest.

I winced slightly.

Old Black probably found his first prey already.

I felt a little bad for them, but that was the Natural Order for you. Predator and prey. Survival and death. The forest had its own balance.

I just hoped Old Black wouldn’t overhunt or anything. Honestly, I was really getting used to forest life, huh? I sat beside the bonfire alone while roasting several locust skewers over the flames. The insects crackled deliciously as they cooked, giving off an oddly savory aroma.

Ironically, the local wildlife had recently learned they could sometimes escape being eaten by literally begging for their lives. More often than not, they managed to trigger my sympathy.

Pulling the innocent wildlife card was absurdly effective.

I was pretty sure Roo taught them that strategy.

I sighed deeply.

That kangaroo could really be disturbingly creative.

The carnivore part of me was really suffering, but that was a small price to pay if it meant a little bit of peace of mind.

Invasive species were a different matter, though.

I bit into one of the roasted locusts.

Crunch.

Strangely enough, it tasted really good. Kind of like crunchy chicken. The taste probably had something to do with my elven biology.

A frog suddenly croaked beside me.

“Can I have some?”

I glanced downward.

“Oh. Sure. Feel free.”

The frog immediately hopped toward a bucket woven entirely from twigs and roots using phytokinesis. Inside was an entire pile of roasted locusts waiting to be eaten.

Froggy wasted no time stuffing his face.

I pointed a skewer toward him. “Just remember, if your group starts overpopulating, I’m hunting you guys too and eating frog legs.”

The frog gave me a thumbs up.

A gesture they learned from me.

I stared at him silently for a few seconds.

…The animals in this forest really had lackluster attitudes sometimes.
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                I woke up feeling oddly refreshed, my body separating itself from the massive willow tree as bark peeled away from my skin like brittle flakes of old wood. My consciousness had been submerged so deeply into the surrounding forest that, for a brief moment, I almost forgot where my own body ended and nature began.

Leaves rustled softly around me as I stepped free from the trunk, stretching my arms overhead until my joints popped. It had become easier lately. The principle behind it was simple enough. I was essentially using Wild Shape to become a tree, then allowing myself to merge into the greater rhythm of nature itself.

The moment I started mixing mana with qi, however, everything changed. The two energies together allowed far more intimate control over my abilities than before. My senses spread wider. My transformations became smoother. Even spells that should have been rigid felt almost instinctive now.

Of course, I probably should not have been recklessly experimenting with combining two entirely different energy systems. Every cultivation story I had ever read practically screamed that mixing incompatible powers was how people exploded into puddles of gore or suffered eternal qi deviation. Unfortunately, the druid in me found the possibilities too tempting to ignore. Mana and qi reacted to one another in fascinating ways, almost as though they were trying to complete something unfinished. It would have been an unforgivable waste not to study it.

Still, I needed caution. I just did not exactly have any brilliant ideas on how to safely experiment without accidentally destroying half a mountain range or mutating myself into some eldritch tree horror.

“That’s a good nap,” I yawned while rolling my shoulders. “Damn, I needed that.”

It simply felt good stretching your body after being immobile for so long. More importantly, Roo was nowhere nearby screaming his ridiculous Blow Jabs at the top of his lungs. The silence alone made the morning heavenly.

“Oh, Willow, what’s up?”

A familiar owl perched atop one of the branches above me. Willow blinked her large golden eyes before fluffing her feathers lazily.

“Morning, Master,” she hooted casually. “You slept for a while. Also, you got visitors coming this way. Three old humans. Strong ones. Li Qing’s been harping about wanting to meet you, so…”

“Yeah, I noticed.”

Even without Willow mentioning it, I had already sensed three approaching presences roughly around Nascent Soul cultivation. None of them carried hostility. Their qi signatures were calm and restrained, familiar enough that I simply let them approach without concern.

I cast Cleanse Spirits over myself. A soft green glow washed over my body, clearing away dirt, bark dust, and the faint scent of damp earth that clung to me after literally being part of a tree for who knew how long. By the time the figures crossed through the edge of the clearing, I at least looked somewhat presentable.

Li Qing walked at the front with her cane in hand, her aged face carrying the same composed dignity as always. Beside her was Guo Yupin, his robes swaying gently as he stroked his beard. Following slightly behind them was the Sect Leader of the Serenity Cliff Sect himself, Ding Yahui.

The three of them stopped several paces away before cupping their fists and bowing.

Li Qing spoke first. “This old woman greets Benefactor Wo Li.”

Guo Yupin followed with a respectful nod. “This old man pays his respects to Fellow Daoist Wo.”

Ding Yahui lowered himself deepest among the three. “Junior Ding Yahui greets Senior Wo Li.”

“You all make it sound like I’m such a big deal,” I laughed lightly, shortly realizing I’m indeed a big deal. “Relax a little.”

The atmosphere eased somewhat after that. I motioned for them to stand properly before looking toward Li Qing.

“How’s your granddaughter doing?”

A trace of warmth entered the old woman’s tired eyes. “That child has been cultivating diligently day and night. After everything that happened to the sects, she said she never wishes to experience such helplessness again.”

“That’s good,” I nodded, and turned toward Guo Yupin. “And Guo Yimu?”

The old man chuckled softly. “That boy adjusted surprisingly well. He trains constantly now. Sometimes too constantly. This old man worries he may exhaust himself before reaching greatness.”

“Young people being motivated isn’t a bad thing.”

As I said it, I suddenly found myself thinking about Xing Ning. These days, I regularly receive letters from him through the crows, while I have Zhen Ai read them for me. I knew a few easy characters, but Xing Ning sure was pulling the most flowery words on his letters, and sometimes it was getting so annoying I just have Zhen Ai read them for me. Half the time, they contained updates about his cultivation or complaints about sect politics. I really should visit him sometime instead of just replying through letters. He was probably drowning in responsibilities over at his sect.

My thoughts were interrupted when Ding Yahui hesitated before speaking carefully.

“Senior… does Senior perhaps still remember this one?”

I blinked before giving him a small smile. “Of course, I remember you. We just didn’t interact much after… the entire fiasco.”

The old man immediately looked awkward at the mention of it.

“How are your sect and disciples holding up?”

Ding Yahui let out a slow breath, a wry smile forming on his face. “To be truthful, it has been the worst period the Serenity Cliff Sect has faced in many years. Many disciples lost confidence after the calamities that occurred. Resources have become strained, and rebuilding morale has proven more difficult than rebuilding structures.”

“Still standing though.”

“Yes,” he answered quietly. “Still standing.”

As though steeling himself, Ding Yahui reached into his storage ring and retrieved a jade box with both hands. Even before he opened it, I could feel dense medicinal qi leaking from within.

The moment the lid lifted, a translucent blue pill rested inside like a tiny moon carved from crystal water. Merely looking at it made the surrounding spiritual energy stir.

Ding Yahui spoke solemnly. “Senior, this is the highest-grade medicinal pill produced by the Serenity Cliff Sect. Traditionally, only the Sect Leader is permitted to consume it. It can raise one’s cultivation and assist in preparing the path toward Soul Transformation. It also purifies lingering taint within the meridians, extends lifespan, calms the mind, and wards against qi deviation.” He paused briefly before continuing, “Even Immortals would find value in its tranquil properties.”

Lifespan enhancement sounded impressive and all, but I was already canonically ageless. Honestly, the entire immortality thing still felt weird to think about sometimes.

Still, the pill itself fascinated me.

I had accumulated quite a few cultivation pills over time from defeated cultivators, yet I rarely consumed any of them. In fact, I’d end up selling them. Part of it was caution. Another part was uncertainty regarding how druidic mana and cultivation medicines would react together.

My Druidic Insight remained completely calm this time, though. So, that was one good news.

In fact, the instinctive feeling I received was overwhelmingly positive.

This thing was genuinely beneficial to me.

I looked back up toward Ding Yahui. “Thank you. I’ll accept it gratefully.”

The old sect leader visibly relaxed.

“Do you mind if I consume it now?” I asked.

“Of course not,” he answered immediately. “Senior may do as he pleases.”

“Well, here goes nothing.”

I picked up the translucent blue pill between my fingers and swallowed it.

The moment the pill dissolved inside me, I felt an indescribably cool sensation spread throughout my body. It did not feel invasive like qi forcing its way through my meridians. Instead, it was utterly peaceful.

For the briefest instant, my consciousness drifted elsewhere.

I saw a vast lake stretching endlessly beneath a pale blue sky. The water was perfectly still, not even a ripple disturbing its surface. Mountains reflected across the tranquil waters with such clarity that I could no longer tell where the world ended and the reflection began. There was no voice. No hidden expert revealing enlightenment. Only silence.

Slowly, I breathed.

The lake breathed with me.

My eyes opened again.

Immediately, I sensed the qi within my body swelling.

Cultivators naturally absorbed qi from the world with every breath. Even I could do it after interacting with this world so much. However, there was always a limit to how much the body could contain before requiring refinement or breakthrough, something that I was incapable to do because of a lack of cultivation and spiritual roots. Despite that, just now, my limit had expanded noticeably.

But strangely enough, that was not the most surprising part.

“No way…” I muttered.

Something else had changed.

Or perhaps unlocked was a better word.

Through Druidic Insight, I could feel new knowledge settling into my mind naturally, like a seed finally sprouting after remaining dormant for years. It felt incredibly familiar.

I had experienced this before, but just through a different spectrum.

Back in Legacy World Online.

The game possessed countless classes, canonically referred to by NPCs as Legacies. Paladins, Warriors, Wizards, Warlocks, Druids? Each one possessed entirely unique mechanics and progression systems. Even among the same class, two players could end up wildly different depending on their chosen path.

Druids especially were like that.

Their class system revolved around specialization through Circles.

I slowly pieced the realization together.

Circle of Life at Level 100.

Circle of Beasts at Level 300.

Circle of Forest at Level 500.

Circle of Sun at Level 99.

Those four specializations together had created my absurd Level 999 Druid build.

But now?

Now, through the influence of this world and the medicinal pill, I believed I had unlocked something entirely new.

Circle of Aqua.

My heart started racing slightly.

The implications behind that were enormous.

Ever since arriving in this world, the numerical level system itself had vanished. I could no longer pull up stat windows or watch experience bars fill. Yet the underlying mechanics of the game clearly remained woven into my existence. Wild Shape still functioned. My spells still existed. My druidic affinities still evolved.

Which meant…

Had I already unknowingly advanced some of my existing Circles?

Was I still technically growing stronger?

Had the level cap itself broken after coming here?

Honestly, that last possibility sounded absurdly optimistic, but the evidence was beginning to pile up in front of me whether I liked it or not.

Experimentally, I raised my hand.

“Water Ball.”

Qi and mana intertwined instinctively.

A floating sphere of water condensed above my palm, rotating slowly while emitting faint ripples of spiritual energy. The liquid moved unnaturally smoothly, almost alive beneath my control. I instinctively understood the spell the moment I cast it. It was a crowd-control spell that continuously damaged and restrained targets over time.

And I absolutely did not know this spell before arriving in this world.

That confirmed it.

I slowly closed my hand, causing the water sphere to collapse into harmless mist.

“Very interesting.”

I probably needed some equivalent of experience points to further raise Circle of Aqua. The question was what exactly counted as experience now. Understanding water? Using water-aligned techniques? Meditating near lakes? Drinking suspicious magical soup?

With how weird this world operated, it could have been all of the above.

“I like the gift,” I finally said while looking toward Ding Yahui. “But if the three of you came here wanting something from me, it better be for a good reason.”

None of them looked offended. If anything, they looked even more nervous now.

I sat down at the base of the willow tree and leaned back comfortably against the trunk. Leaves swayed overhead as sunlight filtered through the branches. The three old cultivators exchanged subtle glances with one another, their expressions shifting carefully. They were obviously using sound transmission to communicate privately.

I simply waited patiently.

The Willow Order and Serenity Cliff Sect were allies in my eyes. Regardless of gifts or favors, I would still hear them out.

Eventually, Guo Yupin stepped forward, representing both organizations.

The old man cupped his fists deeply.

“Fellow Daoist Wo,” he began respectfully, “this old man wishes to ask… would you consider establishing a sect?”

“Excuse me?” I stared at Guo Yupin in complete bafflement. “You’re gonna have to explain that better than that.”

The old man immediately straightened himself.

“The Serenity Cliff Sect has unfortunately lost much of its standing after the recent disasters,” Guo Yupin explained carefully. “Its position among the Ten Great Sects of the Earthly Heart Continent has become unstable. Meanwhile, the Willow Order has long since faded into obscurity. In contemporary times, our influence has dwindled to little more than whispers among the older generations. Thus, we require someone capable of taking the lead and—”

I raised a hand.

“Okay, stop. Explain it to me like I’m five.”

The three elderly cultivators froze.

Above us, Willow suddenly faked a cough from her branch.

“Please,” she said dryly, “allow me to do the explanation.”

The three old cultivators actually nodded in agreement as though relieved someone else would do the explaining.

Rude much?

Willow fluttered down from the branch and landed beside me casually.

“There are sixty-seven domains inside the Earthly Heart Continent,” she explained patiently. “Every domain contains sects, clans, cities, kingdoms, spirit territories, and other powers fighting for influence. The strongest organizations sit at the top of the food chain.”

She lifted one wing.

“Those strongest powers are divided into two groups. The Four Sovereign Flags and the Ten Great Sects.”

I blinked. “That sounds incredibly political.”

“It is,” Willow answered immediately.

Fair enough.

“The Serenity Cliff Sect used to be one of the Ten Great Sects,” she continued. “That position gives prestige, influence, protection, trade privileges, and authority. But after the recent tragedy, plus the arrival of foreign troublemakers, their position became unstable. Other factions are starting to smell weakness.”

I already hated it.

Ding Yahui stepped forward with visible reluctance on his face. “To speak truthfully, the primary reason the Serenity Cliff Sect managed to maintain its standing for so long was because the Willow Order quietly supported us from behind the scenes. However…” His expression darkened slightly. “Even the Willow Order no longer possesses enough influence or resources to preserve our place among the Ten Great Sects.”

Li Qing sighed softly before adding, “This matter is more important than it may first appear, Benefactor Wo. A seat among the Ten Great Sects grants political voice across the continent. In these uncertain times, when foreign cultivators invade our lands and endanger countless innocents, retaining influence is one of the few ways we can secure protection for our people.”

I remained silent.

I understood what they wanted.

They wanted stability, protection, influence, and a powerful figurehead.

These people were ultimately acting for the sake of their own organizations. There was nothing wrong with that, but I was not eager to become entangled in continent-wide cultivator politics. I could already imagine sect meetings giving me headaches.

So instead, I looked toward the one creature here whose opinion I trusted most.

“Willow,” I asked, “advice?”

The owl tilted her head thoughtfully.

“It has great benefits.”

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Like what?”

“Unlimited border pass.”

I immediately sat up straighter.

“…Continue.”

I technically had no problem sneaking between domains already. Between Wild Shape, spirit magic, and various druid nonsense, crossing borders illegally was honestly not that difficult for me.

But legally walking wherever I wanted without harassment?

That was extremely tempting.

Li Qing noticed my expression change and immediately pressed the advantage.

“The Willow Order would forever remain indebted to you,” she said solemnly. “We do not seek to burden you endlessly. We merely require shade to retreat beneath during our lowest point.” Her aged eyes met mine seriously. “And truthfully, Benefactor Wo, the greatest deterrent against these troublemakers may very well be your growing reputation.”

That caught my attention immediately.

I frowned.

“…What reputation?”

The three elderly cultivators exchanged looks again.
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                Willow stared at me for several long seconds, as though deciding how much psychic damage I could survive hearing at once.

“Master,” she began carefully, “your reputation is terrible.”

“…What?”

“It is catastrophically terrible.”

I sat there in stunned silence while the three elderly cultivators collectively avoided eye contact with me.

Willow hopped slightly along the branch before continuing in the same casual tone one might use while discussing weather.

“You resurrected the dead.”

“That was two times, max.”

“Resurrecting an entire village and a sect does not count two times..”

“…Fair.”

She lifted a wing. “Many cultivators already considered resurrection techniques taboo, forbidden, or outright heretical. Then rumors spread that a mysterious life cultivator descended upon the Serenity Lake Domain, seized control behind the scenes, revived the dead, and turned entire sects into devoted followers.”

“…I did not seize control of anything.”

“You live in a giant magical forest surrounded by powerful cultivators loyal to you.”

“That sounds worse when you say it out loud.”

“It becomes even worse with context,” Willow assured me as she continued mercilessly. “There are also stories from your hunt against the Dark Order cultivators.”

I immediately had a bad feeling about this.

“Witnesses claim your arrival was heralded by murders of crows blackening the skies.”

“…Okay, that one sounds kinda cool.”

“They also say you ripped mountains apart with living vines before burning entire landscapes afterward.”

“That was tactical forest management.”

The three old cultivators looked deeply unconvinced.

Willow ignored me completely. “The cultivators you interacted with afterward further reinforced the rumors. The Serenity Lake Domain’s cultivators speak highly of you. The sects in the Twin Mountains Domain also speak highly of you. Too highly, some would say.”

I blinked slowly.

“…People think I started a cult?”

“A terrifyingly effective cult,” Willow corrected.

I buried my face into my hands.

Honestly, this was partially my fault.

Okay, maybe mostly my fault.

I really had resurrected the dead. I also probably had been too flashy while hunting Dark Order cultivators. In my defense, they were bad seeds. If there was ever a time to dramatically summon vines and weaponize forests, that felt appropriate.

Still, why was everyone acting so nervous about me?

I was literally just some guy.

An extremely powerful druid guy.

Possibly immortal.

Potentially capable of flattening mountains.

…Okay, maybe I understood the concern a little.

Li Qing sighed heavily. “This old woman attempted to suppress as much information as possible. However, the destruction of the Serenity Cliff Sect and the subsequent resurrection of many individuals created too much attention. Information spread beyond our control.”

Ding Yahui bowed his head slightly. “This one also bears responsibility. I failed to anticipate the number of spies already hidden around the sect.”

Guo Yupin immediately shook his head. “Sect Leader Ding blames himself too much. At this point, exposure was inevitable.” His expression darkened. “Especially after that monster who possessed my grandson’s body slaughtered people without restraint.”

The atmosphere became heavier after that. I quietly leaned my head against the tree trunk behind me. Part of me did want to help them. I just also wanted to be lazy about it.

Willow casually said, “You could simply establish a one-person sect.”

I slowly looked at her.

“…That’s a thing?”

“It is highly impractical,” she answered.

“That somehow makes me want to do it more.”

The owl gave me what somehow felt like a judgmental stare despite being an owl.

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “Alright. Hypothetically speaking, if I did agree to this… what exactly happens next?”

Immediately, Li Qing moved with terrifying efficiency.

The old woman pulled out an entire wooden table from her storage ring before placing down stacks of parchment, jade slips, brushes, seals, and enough official-looking paraphernalia to make me feel ambushed by bureaucracy.

“You prepared paperwork beforehand?!” I exclaimed.

“We had hope,” Li Qing answered with complete dignity.

That was somehow more frightening.

The old woman straightened the documents carefully before explaining, “To establish a recognized sect, you require acknowledgement from at least two existing major sects. The Serenity Cliff Sect will naturally sponsor your recognition. Additionally, we have already secured several favorable votes among affiliated powers.”

Wait.

They had already started lobbying people?

These old people moved fast.

“Afterward,” Li Qing continued, “the Serenity Cliff Sect would formally recommend your sect for inclusion among the Ten Great Sects. However, you would still need to prove your qualifications when the formal test is conducted.”

I frowned slightly. “Test?”

“Most likely a demonstration of power, influence, resources, or territorial stability,” Guo Yupin explained. “The specifics vary depending on circumstance.”

It sounded suspiciously like cultivator politics again.

I hated that.

Li Qing suddenly bowed her head deeply as she said solemnly. “If Benefactor Wo agrees, this old woman is willing to offer anything within the Willow Order’s ability.”

Anything, huh? That was a massive offer. I thought carefully, and realized there actually were things I wanted. Really important things.

“Two conditions,” I said.

Li Qing immediately became nervous.

“First, I want access to every piece of knowledge the Willow Order possesses.” I looked directly at her. “No holding back this time.”

The old woman’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly.

“And?” she asked carefully.

“I want more pills like the one Sect Leader Ding Yahui gave me.”

“How many pills does Benefactor Wo desire?”

“Preferably?” I leaned back against the tree comfortably. “As many varied ones as possible. Different effects, different properties, different paths. And they need to be around the same quality as the one Sect Leader Ding Yahui gave me.”

The moment those words left my mouth, Ding Yahui nearly inhaled his own beard.

The old sect leader stared at me in complete disbelief.

“Benefactor Wo…” he said weakly, “a pill of that grade is sufficient to purchase a favor from a major sect. Entire nations have risen over treasures inferior to it.”

I blinked.

“…Seriously?”

“Yes!” Ding Yahui exclaimed. “Even Soul Transformation cultivators would treasure such a medicinal pill!”

I slowly turned toward Li Qing.

The old woman merely maintained a calm expression.

“The Willow Order can provide dozens over time,” she answered steadily. “If necessary, we can begin gathering them immediately.”

Holy hell.

The Willow Order was absurdly rich.

Or perhaps another interpretation was more accurate.

They needed me that badly.

Li Qing eventually sighed softly, some of her composure finally cracking as exhaustion entered her aged eyes. “Truthfully, doing so would cripple our ability to nurture a Soul Transformation cultivator within the next generation.”

That sounded… really bad.

Soul Transformation was not exactly some random roadside cultivation realm. From the way cultivators treated the realm, every Soul Transformation expert seemed capable of becoming the backbone of multiple domains.

The old woman massaged her forehead before speaking again.

“Perhaps another arrangement would be more sustainable.” She paused briefly. “Instead of delivering everything at once, the Willow Order can provide Benefactor Wo with three high-grade pills every decade.”

Three every decade honestly still sounded insanely generous.

“As an advance,” Li Qing continued, “this old woman can immediately provide five pills. Each represents one of the five classical elements.”

I immediately sat up straighter.

“…What elements?”

“Wood, fire, metal, water, and earth.”

Holy shit.

That sounded amazing.

My newly awakened Circle of Aqua practically started vibrating in excitement. If consuming a single water-aligned pill had unlocked an entirely new druidic specialization, then what would the others do?

Circle of Flame?

Circle of Stone?

Circle of Metal?

Okay, maybe not that last one. Druids and metal traditionally had beef with one another.

Still, the possibilities alone made my brain light up.

“We have an arrangement,” I said immediately.

The three elderly cultivators visibly relaxed all at once.

Honestly, they looked moments away from collapsing from stress.

Li Qing quickly pulled one of the parchment sheets closer before dipping her brush into ink.

“Then we must determine the sect’s official name.”

“Ah.” I pointed at her lazily. “I’m leaving that part to you.”

The brush paused midair.

“You wish this old woman to choose?” she asked carefully.

“I have absolute confidence in your ability to do paperwork.”

“That is not reassuring.”

“I believe in you.”

Li Qing stared at me for several long seconds before sighing in defeat.

“Does Benefactor Wo possess any preferences at least?”

“Simple characters,” I answered immediately. “Nothing overly complicated or pretentious. Maybe something about nature. Grass. Trees. Going outside. Touching grass or whatever.”

The old woman slowly nodded as though she had received profound enlightenment.

The brush moved smoothly across the parchment.

Her calligraphy was beautiful. Every stroke carried elegance and refinement that made the characters themselves seem alive with spiritual rhythm. By the time she finished, the ink itself appeared almost natural, like roots intertwining across the parchment.

Li Qing turned the document toward me.

“What is Benefactor Wo’s opinion of this name?”

I looked down at the two characters. They looked cool as hell, though I couldn’t read them that well. Was that character meant feel? And the one next to it was blade of grass or something?

“Your calligraphy is incredible,” I admitted sincerely. “What does it mean?”

Li Qing folded her sleeves calmly and began explaining in the slow, profound tone unique to ancient cultivators trying to sound wise.

“These characters speak of one harmonizing with the natural world,” she said. “To understand heaven and earth through every strand of grass and every falling leaf. To perceive the rhythm of life not through lofty detachment, but through direct connection with the living world beneath one’s feet.”

I stared at the parchment, and looked back at her.

“…That’s actually perfect.”

Li Qing smiled faintly for the first time since arriving.

“I am pleased Benefactor Wo approves.”

…

..

.

[POV: Li Qing]

Li Qing carefully ensured every detail of the paperwork was completed properly. Such matters could not be treated lightly. Recognition of a sect, especially one that would soon contend for a seat among the Ten Great Sects, required layers of formal acknowledgment. Spiritual signatures, qi imprints, witness seals, and oath recognition all needed to be accounted for. A single mistake in procedure could give rival sects justification to challenge legitimacy later.

Sage Wo Li did not appear particularly interested in the bureaucratic process itself. The young-looking sage simply signed where instructed with a relaxed expression, pressed his thumb into the prepared spiritual ink, and breathed qi into the parchment. The document immediately shimmered faintly as the heavens recognized the agreement.

Ding Yahui followed afterward, solemnly adding the support of the Serenity Cliff Sect through his own signature and spiritual imprint.

The moment the final seal settled, Li Qing quietly released a breath she had not realized she was holding.

The matter was done.

The sect had been born.

Li Qing cupped her fists respectfully toward the sage.

“This old woman thanks Sage Wo Li for his assistance,” she said sincerely. “The Willow Order shall arrange delivery of the pills requested as swiftly as possible. Additionally, this old woman will send appropriate personnel to serve as liaison regarding whatever knowledge Sage Wo Li wishes to access.”

Wo Li waved a hand casually. “Thanks.”

His relaxed response somehow made the terrifying significance of what had just happened feel strangely unreal.

Li Qing carefully gathered the parchments, jade seals, brushes, and ceremonial paraphernalia before storing everything back into her storage ring. Every document had to be protected properly now. If news of these papers spread too early, countless forces would begin investigating.

Once everything was secured, the group exchanged farewells.

“This old man shall take his leave,” Guo Yupin said respectfully.

Ding Yahui also bowed deeply. “May Sage Wo Li enjoy peace within these forests.”

Wo Li leaned comfortably against the massive willow tree behind him and lazily raised a hand. “Travel safe.”

Willow fluttered her wings from the nearby branch.

“I’ll stay here a bit longer,” the owl remarked casually. “Master still looks one conversation away from accidentally founding another organization.”

Wo Li looked mystified.

Li Qing quietly hid her amusement behind her sleeve before departing together with Ding Yahui and Guo Yupin.

The deeper they traveled away from the sage’s forest, the heavier the atmosphere gradually became. Only after they had crossed quite the distance did Ding Yahui finally speak again.

“Sister Li,” the old sect leader asked carefully, “was it truly wise to promise so many pills to the sage? Treasures of that quality are exceedingly rare.”

Li Qing walked steadily through the forest path, her sleeves swaying gently.

“It was the only viable approach,” she answered calmly. “The continued provision of such pills gives Sage Wo Li reason to remain in this position for as long as we require.”

Ding Yahui frowned slightly.

“If we had simply provided everything immediately,” Li Qing continued, “then perhaps the sage would feel momentarily beholden to the Willow Order. However, Sage Wo Li is not someone ordinary obligations can bind. Should he wish to leave, no promise in this world could truly restrain him.”

Guo Yupin nodded slowly in understanding.

Ding Yahui, however, still looked troubled.

“But is such an arrangement sustainable?” he asked. “Three pills of that quality every decade… even major sects would struggle to maintain such output.”

Normally, it would have been impossible.

Even with the full resources of the Willow Order, producing a single pill of that caliber every decade already required immense preparation. Rare spiritual herbs, specialized alchemists, heavenly flames, and favorable environmental conditions all needed to align perfectly.

If the Order relied solely upon its remaining labor force and natural resource production, they could perhaps create two or three such pills in an entire century.

Yet Li Qing’s expression remained composed.

“The Willow Order has the matter handled,” she said simply.

Guo Yupin chuckled softly beside them.

“Senior Brother Ding,” he remarked, “perhaps it is time you trusted the Willow Order somewhat more.”

Li Qing did not elaborate further aloud, but inwardly, her thoughts drifted toward her granddaughter.

Li Ming.

A Shén.

Even now, the old woman still occasionally found the truth difficult to fully accept.

The Shén possessed the privilege of creation itself. Ancient records from before even the Age of Supremacy described their kind as miraculous beings capable of feats bordering upon divinity. Legends claimed they once assisted in the shaping of worlds themselves.

If Li Ming properly mastered her abilities, creating pills of such quality would eventually become as effortless as breathing.

In fact, the young girl had already recently begun developing interest toward alchemy. The Willow Order had quietly begun preparing for the possibility that within the coming decades, Li Ming alone might produce one of the sage’s requested pills every two years.

No, they were certain she could do it, if their divinations had been accurate.

That would leave additional pills for the Willow Order itself.

It was precisely because of this future possibility that Li Qing dared make such promises.

Ding Yahui eventually sighed.

“This old man still worries.”

Li Qing’s expression softened slightly.

“If Sect Leader Ding cannot trust the judgment of the Willow Order,” she said quietly, “then perhaps trust Sage Wo Li instead.”

The old sect leader looked toward her.

Li Qing continued walking while speaking softly.

“Sage Wo Li is… a genuinely good person.”

There was unmistakable remorse within her voice.

“In the past,” she admitted, “this old woman attempted to take advantage of his kindness.”

Memories surfaced within her mind. The time the sage had requested access to the Willow Order’s knowledge at the expense of the favor he was owed, Li Qing had dared to overstep her bounds out of desperation.

Her greed.

Rather than fully honoring the spirit of the agreement, she had deliberately held information back while attempting to maneuver Sage Wo Li closer toward formally joining the Willow Order instead. Of course, she failed.

Guo Yupin had warned caution back then.

Yet Li Qing had ignored it.

It was thankless, shortsighted, and reckless.

The old woman slowly closed her eyes for a brief moment. She had been fortunate Sage Wo Li possessed such patience and generosity of character. Another cultivator of his terrifying power might have eradicated entire sects over far lesser insults.

Ironically, even now, she was still taking advantage of his kindness.

They had just convinced the sage to establish an entire sect for their sake.

Li Qing released a quiet sigh.

“The least we can do,” she said softly, “is ensure we trouble Sage Wo Li as little as possible.”

            

    
        062 Atonement of the Exiled

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Kang Wen]

The gap between the Twin Mountains Domain was a desolate stretch of ridges and jagged stone where cold winds howled endlessly through narrow cliffs. Few cultivators passed through the area willingly. The terrain was harsh, spiritual veins were unstable, and demonic beasts often nested deep within the valleys. Yet within one secluded cave hidden behind hanging vines and fractured stone, a middle-aged man cultivated in silence.

His beard had long since grown unruly, spreading across his face like tangled roots. Dirt and dust clung to his robes, and the sharp dignity he once carried as an elder of the Steel Sky Sect had dulled beneath exhaustion and regret. Even so, his eyes remained clear. Whenever he looked down from the mountain ridges toward the distant horizon, longing filled them.

Kang Wen imagined the sect he betrayed almost every day.

It had not been long since his exile, but each passing sunrise only deepened the remorse gnawing at him. More than once, he had attempted to end his own life in pursuit of what he believed would be an honorable conclusion. A traitor deserved death. A disgraced elder deserved no grave within the world of cultivators.

In the end, however, he failed every time.

Kang Wen eventually realized the truth about himself. He was a coward.

At the same time, he was still a cultivator.

The centuries of lifespan he possessed were not easily discarded. Every additional year he had earned through cultivation had become instinctively precious to him. Ironically, even that lifespan had been given by the Steel Sky Sect. The resources they provided, the manuals they entrusted him with, the protection of their mountain gates?

Everything he had become originated from there.

And yet he still betrayed them.

The thought made his chest ache.

Kang Wen exhaled slowly before rising from his meditation mat and walking out of the cave. Morning mist drifted between the mountain ridges while the cries of distant beasts echoed faintly through the valley. He extended a hand, and his flying sword emerged from within the cave with a metallic hum.

A moment later, he began his sword dance.

His movements were neither flashy nor theatrical. Every strike carried decades of refinement. The sword whistled through the air with frightening precision, carving invisible trajectories that split clouds of mist apart. As a Core Formation cultivator, Kang Wen could have easily shaved entire portions off the surrounding mountains if he wished. One swing imbued with spiritual power would have been enough to collapse cliffs and split boulders apart.

Doing so, however, would merely waste energy.

His swordsmanship instead remained restrained and controlled, focused more on preserving vigor than displaying destructive power. Even while isolated in exile, Kang Wen continued maintaining the habits drilled into him by the sect.

After finishing his exercises, he descended deeper into the rocky terrain to hunt.

The beast he targeted was a mountain ram roughly the size of a carriage. Jagged gray fur covered its body while spiritual qi pulsed faintly from its horns. Although only comparable to a Foundation Establishment cultivator, the creature possessed exceptional agility and could maneuver across steep cliffs with unnatural speed.

The instant the ram sensed danger, it bolted across the mountain paths.

Kang Wen’s flying sword shot forward like a streak of silver light. Instead of striking directly, it repeatedly cut off escape routes and forced the creature toward a narrow stone pass. The ram let out an enraged cry and attempted to leap over a boulder.

At that exact moment, Kang Wen exploded forward.

Stone shattered beneath his feet as he crossed the distance in a blink. Before the ram could react, his hands seized both horns violently. The beast struggled with immense force, its hooves tearing trenches into the ground, but Kang Wen’s grip did not budge.

With a flick of his fingers, the flying sword curved behind the creature and cleanly sliced through its throat.

Warm blood spilled across the rocks.

Kang Wen dragged the carcass back toward his cave before beginning the familiar process of butchering and preparing the meat. Once the fire was lit, the rich scent of roasting flesh gradually spread through the mountain air.

He ate voraciously.

Many mortals believed cultivators no longer needed food after reaching higher realms. The truth, however, was far more complicated. Cultivators expended tremendous amounts of vigor whenever they fought, trained, or circulated qi. Meditation could replenish those reserves. Sustenance pills could do the same. Remaining still within a spiritually rich environment also restored energy over time.

That was precisely why powerful experts rarely wandered endlessly outside their sects.

Sect grounds were built atop spiritual veins rich in qi. Within such places, cultivators could replenish themselves efficiently without wasting external resources. The stronger a cultivator became, the more refined their absorption of qi turned. High-level experts could remain active for astonishing lengths of time before exhaustion finally caught them.

Still, even they required replenishment eventually.

After finishing his meal, Kang Wen buried the ram’s remains outside the cave before returning inside to meditate. The cave itself rested atop a minor spiritual vein hidden beneath the mountain range. Compared to the Steel Sky Sect, the qi density was pitiful, but within the Twin Mountains Domain, this location was among the better environments available.

That was why he chose it as his refuge.

One day, if calamity ever befell the Steel Sky Sect, perhaps he could still lend his strength from the shadows. Though truthfully, Kang Wen doubted he would ever be needed again.

The mysterious sage, Wo Li, already stood behind the sect.

Compared to someone like that, Kang Wen’s strength meant little.

Suddenly, his eyes snapped open.

“Who goes there?” Kang Wen demanded sharply as spiritual pressure burst from his body. His flying sword instantly hovered beside him.

“It’s me, uncle,” a young man’s voice called out from outside the cave.

Kang Wen frowned deeply as he saw Kang Kong climbing the rocky slope with practiced ease.

“You foolish child,” Kang Wen scolded. “How many times have I warned you not to come here? What if someone followed you? What if the Dark Order discovers this place because of your carelessness?”

Kang Kong merely rolled his eyes before brushing dust from his robes. “You should stop acting like some hunted criminal every waking moment. I’m just visiting my uncle.”

Kang Wen’s expression stiffened.

The first time Kang Kong found him, he had nearly drawn blood from sheer shock. Yet somehow, the boy kept returning despite every warning he received. Each visit brought medicine, supplies, or sustenance pills stolen from his own personal allowance.

“A thank you would suffice, uncle,” Kang Kong said with a grin as he tossed over a small pouch. “You need to replenish your energy properly. Or do you prefer losing your precious muscles?”

Kang Wen caught the pouch awkwardly before opening it. Inside were more than a dozen mid-grade sustenance pills. Even for inner sect disciples, this amount was far from cheap.

Silence lingered briefly before Kang Wen reluctantly bit into one of the pills.

“Muscle mass won’t matter anymore once I reach Nascent Soul,” he muttered weakly. “At that realm, the body itself begins transcending the flesh.”

Kang Kong snorted. “That sounds exactly like something an old man says after skipping meals.”

Kang Wen wanted to rebuke him, yet the warmth spreading through his meridians from the pill made the words difficult to voice. More importantly, he understood how valuable these pills truly were.

This much would last him an entire year.

Kang Wen had only just swallowed the sustenance pill when a terrifying pressure descended upon the cave.

The mountain winds abruptly stilled.

Spiritual sense swept across the area like a blade scraping over exposed flesh, causing Kang Kong’s grin to vanish instantly. Kang Wen’s expression darkened as he firmly grabbed his sword beside him.

A Core Formation figure stepped into view at the entrance of the cave.

“I guess the blood of a traitor flows in the Kang family,” a powerful voice remarked coldly.

The newcomer wore the robes of the Steel Sky Sect. Sharp eyes stared forward with unconcealed disgust while over a dozen Foundation Establishment cultivators stood behind him in formation, sealing the cave entrance completely.

Kang Wen’s pupils contracted.

“Brother Chang—”

“I don’t have a brother called Kang Wen!” Chang Jiang snapped.

The words struck harder than any sword.

Kang Wen lowered his head briefly before forcing himself to speak. “Leave Kang Kong out of this. He had nothing to do with my sins.”

Chang Jiang laughed harshly. “Nothing to do with it? Sneaking sect resources to a traitor is betrayal itself.”

Kang Kong immediately stepped forward. “Those pills were bought with my own contribution points and spirit stones!”

“Kang Kong, quiet down!” Kang Wen hissed sharply.

The boy flinched.

Chang Jiang’s expression only grew colder. “Kill them.”

The Foundation Establishment cultivators immediately moved.

Steel Sky Sect disciples were trained to fight in coordinated formations, and the moment the order was given, sword qi flooded the cave entrance in overlapping layers. Killing intent surged violently through the narrow passage.

Kang Wen acted instantly.

He grabbed Kang Kong by the collar and hurled him toward the entrance with explosive force.

The disciples blocking the path instinctively tightened their formation. Kang Wen himself rushed directly behind his nephew at the same instance, almost using the younger man as cover.

A look of fear and disbelief crossed Kang Kong’s face.

“Uncle—”

Kang Wen ignored him outwardly, but his voice echoed directly into Kang Kong’s mind through sound transmission.

“Harden your body. The moment you can move, flee this place.”

Kang Kong’s eyes widened before spiritual energy surged across his physique. His muscles tightened as the Steel Body Art activated, causing faint metallic patterns to spread beneath his skin.

At that exact moment, Kang Wen kicked him.

The strike exploded against Kang Kong’s back like a battering ram.

Blood burst from the young cultivator’s mouth as his body shot through the narrow gap between disciples at terrifying speed.

Chang Jiang’s sword flashed.

Kang Wen twisted and parried the attack aside just in time. Sparks exploded through the cave as spiritual energy clashed violently.

“Senior Brother Kang Kong coughed blood!”

“He’s escaping!”

“He mounted his sword!”

Several cultivators panicked as Kang Kong flew into the sky atop his flying sword, wobbling dangerously while blood trailed behind him.

Chang Jiang’s face darkened. “Ignore him! Your focus should be on Kang Wen!”

The disciples immediately shifted their attention back.

Kang Wen pushed forward aggressively, expecting resistance, only to realize something strange.

They were allowing him through.

The moment he stepped fully outside the cave, the formation changed.

“Steel Butterfly Formation!” Chang Jiang roared.

The disciples scattered into motion.

Flying swords rose simultaneously into the air, weaving intricate arcs around Kang Wen like the wings of steel butterflies. Sword qi overlapped in spiraling layers while killing intent condensed from every direction. The formation was designed to shred opponents apart through relentless rotating strikes.

Kang Wen’s blood boiled.

For one fleeting moment, the warrior instincts buried within him surged awake. His heart thundered violently while excitement spread through his meridians. Faced against overwhelming odds, every instinct cultivated through centuries screamed for battle.

Fight.

Break the formation.

Kill his way out.

The impulse was so fierce that his fingers tightened around his sword hilt unconsciously.

Then he calmed himself.

Kang Wen slowly exhaled.

He deserved this.

There were likely many within the sect dissatisfied with the young master’s mercy back then. Many who believed exile was too light a punishment for betrayal. Chang Jiang was merely one of them.

Perhaps this was the ending he should have accepted long ago.

Kang Wen lowered his sword.

The whirlwind of steel closed around him.

Suddenly, a violent gust erupted across the mountains.

“Tempest Sword Art.”

The gallant voice echoed across the battlefield.

Wind spiraled around Kang Wen like a protective sphere as dozens of incoming swords were forcibly deflected away. The Steel Butterfly Formation shattered instantly beneath overwhelming pressure.

All disciples froze.

At the center of the raging winds stood a tall woman in flowing robes. Her presence alone suppressed the entire mountain range as sword intent spread invisibly through the air.

Kang Wen’s breathing stopped.

He immediately fell to his knees.

“Sect Leader Xing Mei...?”

Xing Mei looked down at him coldly before shifting her gaze toward Chang Jiang.

“Stand down, Chang Jiang.”

Chang Jiang’s expression twisted with fury, but after several tense breaths, he forcibly restrained himself and cupped his fist.

“I understand, Sect Leader.”

The disciples reluctantly withdrew their swords.

Silence descended upon the mountains.

Then Xing Mei spoke again.

“The execution order on Kang Wen has been rescinded.”

Kang Wen’s mind blanked.

He could barely process the words.

The young master himself had exiled him. Both the Sect Leader and Sage Wo Li acknowledged the punishment at the time. There should have been no reason for this execution order to exist.

Xing Mei studied his stunned expression.

“You must be confused right now,” she said calmly. “I have always hated you for killing my son. His resurrection is a blessing, but the fact remains that you betrayed him and the sect.”

Her voice did not rise, yet every word carried terrifying weight.

“My son is precious to me. Because of that, I had to restrain my anger. It also helped that I did not wish to oppose the Sage back then.”

Kang Wen lowered his head silently.

Xing Mei continued.

“Cultivators, regardless of their intentions, are often two-faced creatures. I am no different. Do not mistake this for sentimental mercy.”

The winds around the mountain gradually calmed.

“Sage Wo Li is a powerhouse we are helpless against, but he is also our most precious ally. Hear me well, Kang Wen. You have not been forgiven.”

Kang Wen clenched his fists.

“However,” Xing Mei said, “an opportunity now lies before you.”

Her sharp gaze locked onto him.

“From this day onward, you will work for the Willow Order. With their assistance, you shall infiltrate the Dark Order for atonement of your sins. Through your efforts, perhaps the Sage may finally put an end to them completely.”

Before Kang Wen could respond, another figure appeared nearby without warning.

An old woman stood atop a boulder with hands folded behind her back. Though her aura was restrained, every cultivator present immediately sensed the terrifying depth hidden beneath it.

“I shall take it from here,” the old woman remarked calmly. “I am Li Qing of the Willow Order.”

Her eyes settled on Kang Wen.

“I will explain the specifics.”

            

    
        063 The Salmon Incident

    
    
    
    
                It had been over a week since Li Qing, Guo Yupin, and Ding Yahui came to visit me. Ever since then, I had been eagerly waiting for those mysterious pills like a good little druid. Unfortunately, good behavior did not make time move faster. If anything, it only made me painfully aware of how slow the days were passing.

Since there was little else I could do, I decided to take my literature and language studies more seriously. That naturally meant spending more time at Zhen Ai’s treehouse, where she patiently drilled characters into my head while pretending not to notice how often I tried escaping through the window.

“You finally wrote that character correctly,” Zhen Ai said with visible surprise as she inspected my practice sheet. “At this rate, perhaps you may become literate before Tao Wolong reaches adulthood.”

I proudly straightened my back. “See? I’ve always been talented.”

Across the table, Tao Wolong groaned dramatically and dropped his face against the wood. “Godfather changed,” the boy complained. “You used to be fun. Now you’re just boring.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Education is important. You should take it seriously.”

The little brat immediately pointed at me. “That’s rich coming from you! Not long ago, whenever Mother told you to study, you were the first to run away or hide behind trees!”

“You little runt, I’m plenty educated,” I scoffed. “You don’t even know what a spreadsheet is.”

Before he could flee, I lunged forward and caught him under the arm. Tao Wolong yelped as I rubbed his head mercilessly, messing up his hair until he looked like an angry bird nest.

Honestly, when did he grow this much? It felt like only yesterday he was wobbling around and biting random furniture. Now the kid had developed attitude.

“I’m serious!” Tao Wolong shouted while struggling in my grasp. “You’re such a loser! Let me go already!”

The little demon somehow twisted out of my hold using a movement technique that absolutely should not have belonged to a child his age. He leaped onto a higher branch with surprising agility before crouching there triumphantly.

I blinked upward. “Who taught you that?”

“Bleeh!” Tao Wolong stuck his tongue out at me and pulled one eyelid down. “Too slow, old man!”

I crossed my arms. “Do you even know your numbers? Do you even know what an old man is?”

“What’s a number?” he asked without shame.

Then the boy puffed out his chest and began proudly cussing at me with words he absolutely should not have known at his age.

“I’m gonna become the strongest dragon under the heavens!” he declared. “One day, you’ll be honored to be my godfather! You’ll have to talk to me respectfully!”

I stared at him in disbelief.

Seriously?

Where did this kid get such rude streaks from?

Was it Roo?

…No way, right?

“Tao Wolong!” Zhen Ai snapped, finally losing patience. “Get down here this instant!”

Instead of obeying, the little menace turned around, tugged his pants down slightly, and showed me his bum.

“Catch me first!” he shouted.

“Oh, you little—”

I used phytokinesis and subtly manipulated the branch beneath him. The wood shifted just enough for the boy to lose balance.

“Aaaah—!”

Thud.

“Ouch!” Tao Wolong cried as he crashed onto the lower platform.

Zhen Ai immediately rose in alarm. “Wolong!”

“We’re just playing around,” I quickly assured her while trying not to laugh.

The boy stood up, fixed his clothes, and then coughed into his fist with exaggerated dignity. He straightened his posture and spoke in what I assumed he believed was a refined scholar’s tone.

“Mother, there is no need for concern,” Tao Wolong announced solemnly. “We were merely engaging in friendly play. If this disciple were to unleash his martial arts upon Godfather, he would surely be pulverized where he stood.”

I almost choked.

Oh, he was adorable.

Unfortunately for him, Zhen Ai was not nearly as amused.

She grabbed the boy by the ear before pulling him close and spanking him repeatedly.

“Ow! Ow! Mother! Mercy!”

“How dare you speak to your godfather like that?” Zhen Ai scolded furiously. “And before the Master of the Forest no less!”

“I surrender! I surrender!”

At that exact moment, Roo climbed onto the treehouse platform and pointed dramatically toward us.

“DON’T TOUCH MY DISCIPLE—!”

“IT’S YOU!” Zhen Ai exploded. “YOU’VE BEEN TEACHING MY SON STRANGE THINGS, YOU BIPEDAL RAT!”

“A kangaroo,” I softly and hesitantly corrected.

Unfortunately, that was the worst possible timing.

An overwhelming killing intent burst from Zhen Ai so violently that the entire forest trembled. Leaves shook loose from nearby trees while spiritual pressure rolled through the surroundings like a storm tide.

I blinked.

Roo was visibly at Core Formation now.

It was impressive. The kangaroo had clearly been training hard.

The problem was that Zhen Ai was a Nascent Soul dragon.

“From this day onward,” Zhen Ai declared coldly, “we shall be having rat for dinner!”

Azure light exploded around her body as she transformed into an enormous dragon that nearly blotted out the canopy overhead. Her scales shimmered brilliantly beneath the sunlight while spiritual energy churned violently around her claws.

Roo instantly panicked.

“WAIT, LET’S TALK ABOUT THI—AAAAAH!”

The kangaroo dove toward the earth and merged into the ground using a strange elemental technique. The soil rippled as he escaped underground at frightening speed.

Unfortunately for him, Zhen Ai was relentless.

The massive dragon slammed her claws into the earth repeatedly, tearing apart entire sections of forest while tracking Roo’s spiritual signature with terrifying precision.

“SHE’S STILL FOLLOWING ME?!” Roo’s distant scream echoed from underground.

“COME BACK HERE, RODENT!”

Trees toppled. The ground exploded. Birds fled in terror.

Beside me, Tao Wolong had gone pale as a sheet.

I patted the boy gently on the shoulder. “Try not to stress your mother so much.”

He nodded weakly.

Honestly though, I could understand how Tao Wolong ended up getting acquainted with Roo. There really weren’t any children around his age in the forest, and Roo’s energy was… well…

Fun.

Chaotic, stupid, dangerous fun.

Yeah. That was probably how the two bonded.

Suddenly, Tao Wolong dropped to his knees.

“But what about my salmon?” he whispered despairingly.

I frowned. “Wait, what?”

The boy looked devastated. “Master Roo said he’d tell me your weakness if I became his disciple and gave him my salmon.”

I slowly covered my face with one hand.

…That damn kangaroo.

Did he seriously scam a child?

I let out a long sigh while watching Zhen Ai rampage across the forest in pursuit of her prey. Entire sections of earth continued erupting in the distance while Roo screamed for mercy somewhere underground.

At that point, I decided it was best to let her vent things out.

I would just fix the destruction later.

In the end, after Zhen Ai vented her stress and finally caught the kangaroo, I decided to step in and spare Roo from an early grave.

As strange as the marsupial was, he actually played a unique role in the forest. Roo made for an absurdly effective guard dog against wandering cultivators with bad intentions. The moment some arrogant young master wandered too deep into the woods and started causing trouble, the kangaroo would somehow appear from nowhere and begin demanding a duel.

More often than not, the cultivators fled.

The truly bizarre part was that Roo also had a habit of preserving endangered species within the forest. Every time he sensed a species declining too much, he would personally interfere to protect it.

According to him, it was all for the sake of future battle potential.

“If the species goes extinct,” Roo once explained proudly, “then there will be nobody left for awesome heart-pounding duels!”

Honestly, I still did not know whether the kangaroo was wise or insane.

Probably both.

I looked at the bruised marsupial currently restrained by thick roots while half-buried in dirt.

“Stop giving Tao Wolong strange ideas,” I warned him.

Roo blinked at me.

“What’s an idea?”

I stared at him in silence.

…Speechless.

Behind me, Zhen Ai stood with crossed arms while Tao Wolong angrily pointed toward the imprisoned kangaroo.

“Where’s my fish!?”

Roo looked away awkwardly. “It returned to nature.”

The boy looked genuinely devastated.

For a moment, it honestly seemed like Tao Wolong was about to cry.

Zhen Ai sighed helplessly before patting her son’s head. “Come, come, Wolong. Mother shall simply catch you another one.”

The boy sniffed miserably before following after her.

Once the two were gone, I released the roots binding Roo and cast Lifepulse. Gentle green light spread across his bruises as the injuries rapidly healed.

Roo immediately flexed both arms.

“Awesome!” he declared. “I feel incredible! Wo Li! Duel me!”

Bonk.

My staff hit his head before I even consciously decided to move.

The kangaroo dropped unconscious onto the ground.

“…Ah, sorry.”

I scratched my cheek awkwardly.

My reflexes had responded on their own.

Feeling slightly guilty, I grabbed Roo and slung him over my shoulder. I cast another Lifepulse just in case the hit made him even stupider somehow.

That would have been catastrophic.

I wandered deeper through the forest until I reached the lakeside clearing. Zhen Ai was already there, crouched beside gathered firewood while Tao Wolong happily sat nearby with sparkling eyes.

The dragon woman had expertly pierced a salmon with a sharpened stick and handed it to her son. Zhen Ai casually ignited the bonfire with dragon breath as though it were the most natural thing in the world.

Tao Wolong happily held the fish above the flames.

I dropped Roo onto the grass with a soft thud.

“Zhen Ai,” I said, “could you educate the kangaroo a little? Teach him letters. Manners too. Maybe character while you’re at it.”

Zhen Ai visibly winced.

She looked at Roo the same way someone might look at a moldy vegetable.

“…Must I?”

“I think Roo is smarter and wiser than he looks,” I said honestly. “He’s just bent crooked.”

That was genuinely the best description I could come up with.

Zhen Ai remained silent for a while before reluctantly sighing.

“…Very well.”

Then she glanced at me. “Would you like to join us?”

“Sure.”

Without hesitation, Zhen Ai removed her robes and stored them inside her ring before transforming into an azure dragon. Her massive form slid gracefully into the lake with barely a splash.

A few moments later, she emerged holding another fish between her jaws.

The entire process was absurdly seamless. Dragons were unfair. After returning to shore and transforming back into human form, she suddenly spoke while handing me the fish respectfully. “Perhaps… you could teach Wolong and me numbers someday,” she said. “I can only count to ten.”

“That’s fine,” I replied while accepting the fish. “I can teach you. Though honestly, I don’t know about the characters of numbers, so my numbers might be… er… unorthodox…”

That statement would have sounded incredibly embarrassing back on Earth.

Zhen Ai quietly clothed herself before sitting beside her son.

Tao Wolong frowned at his fish. “I don’t really like the guts.”

“Hey, me too.”

His fish was not fully cooked yet anyway, so it should be fine.

I raised one finger.

“Raindrop Edge.”

A tiny droplet of water floated above my fingertip before condensing into an impossibly thin blade. I carefully guided it through the fish’s stomach with precise control, neatly opening the belly without damaging the flesh.

Then I flicked my finger.

The scales burst off the fish in one clean motion with a sharp jerk of qi.

“Wow,” Tao Wolong uttered in amazement.

I smirked slightly. “I’m not done yet.”

“Water Ball.”

A small sphere of water formed inside the fish’s cavity and floated outward, carrying the guts with it cleanly and neatly.

Tao Wolong’s eyes widened.

I repeated the process with my own fish before using phytokinesis to bury the mess beneath the soil. Afterward, I skewered my fish on a stick and held it above the flames.

Ah, food.

One of the few entertainments I still truly had left in this world.

I glanced toward Zhen Ai. “What about you?”

“I prefer my fish raw,” she answered softly. “And… I would feel embarrassed if you watched me eating.”

“…Okay?”

Even as she said those words, her face visibly reddened while she avoided my gaze. I genuinely did not understand what there was to be embarrassed about.

Tao Wolong happily swung his legs while watching the fire crackle beneath the fish.

Then the boy suddenly looked at me curiously.

“Godfather,” he asked, “what was your old world like? Can you tell me more about it? You make it sound so interesting, when you tell your stories to Old Black.”

I paused slightly.

“Well…” I slowly began, “I used to work in a company.”

Tao Wolong tilted his head. “What’s a company?”

“A place where large groups of people work together to earn money.”

“What kind of work?”

I stared at the flames for a moment while trying to think of the least depressing explanation possible.

“I mostly dealt with spreadsheets,” I admitted. “Documents filled with numbers and information. Organizing data. Reports. Budgets. Schedules. Things like that.”

Tao Wolong blinked at me.

“That sounds boring.”

“…Yeah,” I admitted honestly. “It kind of was.”

The boy immediately burst into laughter while pointing at me.

“Hah! Godfather fought papers instead of cultivators!”

“That’s not entirely inaccurate.”

I could not even defend myself there.

Still, despite Tao Wolong’s complete lack of interest, Zhen Ai looked fascinated by every word I said. Her golden eyes remained fixed on me quietly as though she were trying to imagine such a world.

“A world without sects…” she murmured softly. “Without cultivators… without clans…”

“Well, there were still organizations and powerful people,” I clarified. “Just different kinds.”

Tao Wolong looked horrified. “Then how do people become strong?”

“Education. Wealth. Influence. Connections. Hard work. Sometimes luck.”

“…That sounds terrible.”

“It absolutely was sometimes.”

Zhen Ai remained thoughtful for a while before speaking carefully.

“If you ever returned home…” she hesitated slightly, “…could Wolong and I come with you?”

I nearly choked on my fish.

“What?”

The image that suddenly entered my head was so absurd that my brain completely stalled.

Zhen Ai and Tao Wolong in modern Earth.

A dragon mother shopping for groceries.

Tao Wolong committing crimes inside a convenience store.

Roo getting arrested in public after challenging construction workers to honorable duels. Wait, let’s forget about Roo. That kangaroo could stay here.

Still, my soul almost left my body.

“I mean…” I rubbed my forehead awkwardly. “First of all, I don’t even know if I can return home.”

That alone was already a gigantic problem.

Still, as ridiculous as the idea initially sounded, I slowly began understanding why she asked. Compared to the suffering she endured from her clan and the sect that hunted her, Earth probably sounded like some kind of peaceful paradise.

Unfortunately…

“That world isn’t as nice as it sounds,” I warned her. “It has its own challenges.”

Zhen Ai blinked. “Such as?”

I looked at her seriously.

“Capitalism.”

Silence fell.

A cold breeze passed through the lakeside.

Even the bonfire crackled ominously.

Tao Wolong frowned. “What’s capitalism?”

I pointed dramatically into the distance.

“Imagine a world where people suffer spiritually for pieces of paper.”

The boy gasped.

Zhen Ai looked alarmed.

“And houses cost fortunes,” I continued gravely. “Food prices rise endlessly. People work exhausting jobs for decades. Then they distract themselves with entertainment because reality is painful.”

The dragon mother slowly paled.

“…A demonic realm,” she whispered.

“Pretty much.”

Honestly, explaining modern economics to cultivators somehow made my old world sound way scarier than this one.

I finished my fish and stood up while dusting my clothes lightly.

“Well, I should probably go repair the destruction near your treehouse.”

Zhen Ai visibly winced in embarrassment.

“…I apologize.”

I waved my hand dismissively. “Next time, try practicing a little restraint.”

Then I glanced toward the unconscious kangaroo nearby.

“…Though honestly, this was probably a valuable lesson for him.”

“What lesson?”

Roo suddenly opened one eye while sounding genuinely confused.

I stared at him.

Zhen Ai stared at him.

Even Tao Wolong stared at him.

The kangaroo blinked innocently back at us.

“…Yeeeaah,” I slowly muttered. “This one might need tougher education than I thought.”

            

    
        064 Willow the Owl

    
    
    
    
                I made my rounds through the forest, doing druid stuff.

That mostly involved wandering wherever my feet carried me while trusting Druidic Insight to warn me whenever something felt wrong. Sometimes it pointed me toward a diseased tree. Sometimes it led me to territorial beasts preparing to tear each other apart for weird reasons like who got bigger dongs. What the hell, man? Self-aware and spark-touched beasts were a pain in the ass to deal with. Once, it guided me toward a squirrel that somehow got its head stuck inside a hollow log after trying to steal nuts filled with spirituality.

Apparently, the squirrel gained the spark from eating a similar nut and wanted to make more of him. Of course, I gave him the nut. Hopefully, I wouldn’t regret that later down the line.

The life of a druid wasn't glamorous.

I stepped over a thick root and paused when I noticed something nailed high against an old cedar tree.

“Oh, what’s this?”

One of the birdhouses I asked made a long time ago sat nestled between the branches. Moss had grown around the edges, softening the wood with age, but the structure itself remained surprisingly intact.

A family of woodpeckers lived inside.

Honestly, I didn’t think many of the birdhouses survived after all these years. The forest’s growth, beasts making a mess, and random cultivators blowing up forests for enlightenment? There were plenty of reasons they should’ve disappeared by now.

Seeing one still occupied felt strangely nice.

The woodpeckers froze upon noticing me staring upward. Then one of them leaned out from the hole and started complaining immediately.

“That owl’s saying strange things again.”

Another woodpecker clicked its beak dismissively. “Probably soliciting.”

A third lowered its voice nervously. “Should we really be speaking ill of the Wise Owl?”

“There’s nothing wise about that owl,” the first one grumbled. “Not after she left this forest.”

Ouch.

They were ruthless.

I rubbed the back of my neck awkwardly. “I’ll… see what I can do.”

The woodpeckers continued muttering among themselves while I walked deeper into the forest. Sunlight filtered through the canopy overhead, scattering shifting patches of gold across the earth. The deeper I went, the quieter the world became until even the wind seemed careful not to disturb the silence.

I looked upward.

“Hey, Willow, didn’t see you there.”

The owl perched atop a thick branch and stared down at me.

Most people probably would’ve just seen an owl blinking slowly.

Druidic Insight told me otherwise.

Her feathers were slightly puffed. Her talons gripped the bark tighter than usual. Even the subtle angle of her head carried tension. She looked stressed.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

Willow let out a deeply offended hoot.

“No one wishes to join the Willow Order,” she declared bitterly. “This Wise One foresaw recruitment difficulties, but this Wise One did not expect the beasts of the same forest to reject the Willow Order so thoroughly. Ah, they must hate me now.”

“Don’t be like that, of course, they like you… er… I think?”

I tried not to smile.

It wasn’t a terrible idea.

Using the local wildlife to replenish the Willow Order’s numbers was clever, especially after the losses they suffered. From what I heard, the coordinated assault from the Dark Order had devastated them badly enough that the Willow Order finally abandoned its reclusive tendencies and openly entered the cultivation world.

Heck, it wasn’t long ago Li Ming asked me to make a sect.

That alone spoke volumes.

The problem was that the local wildlife genuinely liked living here.

Because of my influence, the forest had transformed. It was basically a paradise for spirit beasts. Competition for territory had become fierce over the years because nobody wanted to leave. Some conflicts apparently escalated badly enough that certain species nearly got wiped out before stronger beasts or wandering cultivators intervened.

Trying to convince them to abandon their territories and join an organization elsewhere was probably a hard sell when another beast might steal their territory.

Still, I wasn’t blind to the narrative forming here.

I was a gamer, damn it.

A once-great organization suffering decline before slowly rebuilding itself into prominence again? That was classic material. One of the coolest tropes around.

I looked up at Willow. “Come walk with me. We’ll talk it out a bit. Might help relieve some stress.”

She tilted her head. “Where are we going?”

“I wanted to explore the Emerald Verdant Forest a little more.”

Willow spread her wings and glided down silently before landing on my shoulder.

Together, we made our way toward the entrance of the secret realm.

The gateway itself sat between enormous stone pillars wrapped in thick vines glowing faintly with spiritual energy. A pair of Foundation Establishment guards stood watch nearby, both wearing the colors of the Willow Order, primarily white robes accented with flowing green patterns resembling branches and leaves.

There was a constant stream of people entering and exiting the passageway.

Ever since the gate connecting the Emerald Verdant Forest and the Sky Stone Cave had been discovered, both secret realms remained indefinitely open to allow easier transportation between the Twin Mountains Domain and the Serenity Lake Domain.

Trade and travel increased.

So did trouble, probably.

One of the guards noticed me first.

Her eyes widened immediately before she thumped a fist against her chest respectfully.

“Sage Wo Li!”

The second guard snapped upright so fast it almost looked painful.

The surrounding cultivators reacted instantly as well. Conversations stopped. People lowered their gazes and stepped aside to clear a path.

Meanwhile, Willow casually flew from my shoulder onto my head like this was the most natural thing in the world.

I sighed internally.

“Please, be at ease,” I said as I walked forward. “You don’t need to act so nervous around me.”

Nobody relaxed anyway.

That was about what I expected.

I passed beneath the gateway and entered the secret realm, marked by a massive stone engraved with the symbol of a willow tree. The moment I crossed through, the atmosphere shifted completely.

The air became richer and denser.

The Emerald Verdant Forest stretched endlessly ahead of me, ancient trees towering like pillars beneath a sea of green. Countless spiritual auras pulsed throughout the wilderness, some calm, others dangerous enough that even from this distance I could feel their presence pressing against my spiritual senses.

Willow remained perched atop my head quietly.

I had a feeling the forest itself was calming her down.

Inside the secret realm, a clear road had been paved through the wilderness, leading toward the teleportation gate connected to the other secret realm. Spiritual formations were hidden beneath the earth along the path, stabilizing the area and discouraging stronger beasts from wandering too close.

Cultivators, merchants, and disciples traveled steadily along the road carrying supplies between domains. The moment they noticed me, many immediately slowed down and cupped their fists respectfully.

“Sage Wo Li.”

“Greetings, Sage Wo Li.”

I raised a hand helplessly. “Be at ease. Continue your business.”

They relaxed slightly after that, though plenty still kept their backs straight while I passed by.

I was never getting used to this.

After walking a short distance along the road, I stepped into the untamed forest instead. Thick undergrowth blocked the way immediately, but vines shifted aside at my will while bushes bent gently away from me. Roots moved beneath the earth as phytokinesis quietly opened a trail forward.

Willow glided overhead before settling onto a branch nearby.

“I come here sometimes whenever I want to unwind,” I told her. “You could probably do the same.”

She looked around thoughtfully. “It is peaceful.”

The deeper regions of the Emerald Verdant Forest reminded me heavily of the forest I came from, though the life here felt stranger and more dangerous. Both forests contained similar amounts of qi in the atmosphere, but this place had likely been steeped in spiritual energy for much longer.

That probably acted as a catalyst for more aggressive evolution.

Everything here looked slightly sharper than normal.

Plants possessed stronger vitality. Insects carried faint traces of spiritual fluctuations. Even the silence felt predatory.

I stopped suddenly.

A rabbit stared directly at me from the bushes.

Except it wasn’t exactly an ordinary rabbit.

Two sharp horns curved backward from its skull, and traces of blood stained the fur around its mouth. Druidic Insight immediately informed me the creature was carnivorous and aggressive.

The rabbit lowered its body slightly, preparing to spring at me.

“Slumber Pollen.”

Golden spores drifted lazily from my staff.

The horned rabbit lunged once before stumbling midair. It landed awkwardly, swayed in place, then collapsed into the grass with a soft thump, sleeping peacefully.

I glanced toward Willow. “Stay where you are so I can protect you.”

She huffed immediately. “I don’t need protection.”

“I know,” I replied calmly. “Then think of it less as protecting you and more protecting the forest.”

That earned me an annoyed stare.

I wasn’t joking, though.

Willow was powerful. A genuine Core Formation beast could dominate most areas without issue. Still, the Emerald Verdant Forest wasn’t somewhere you casually underestimated.

Even Core Formation cultivators could get themselves killed here if they became careless.

That was precisely why I hadn’t explored the place seriously yet. Before moving deeply through a new ecosystem, I preferred understanding territorial boundaries, migration habits, predator hierarchies, and the overall balance of local life.

If I went charging around recklessly, I might accidentally displace species and trigger a chain reaction I really didn’t want to deal with.

The paved road remained relatively safe because of the flag formation established by the Willow Order. I had actually been present when they built it.

Watching formation masters work had been genuinely educational.

The amount of precision required to stabilize spiritual terrain across such a massive distance was absurd.

We continued walking deeper into the forest while filtered sunlight danced through the canopy overhead.

After a while, I looked toward Willow. “How’s the Willow Order treating you?”

Her feathers puffed slightly with satisfaction.

“They’ve treated me really well,” she admitted. “They gave me resources, responsibilities, and a proper place within the organization.”

“That’s good.”

“I’ve also visited the other two villages recently.” Her voice carried visible excitement now. “I met different cultivators, learned new customs, and listened to all sorts of stories.”

She paused briefly before adding quietly, “It feels nice having my world broadened.”

I smiled faintly hearing that.

For all her quirks, Willow genuinely loved learning new things.

The sound of rushing water eventually reached us.

I planted my staff against the trunk of a nearby tree and vaulted upward using it as leverage. Branches blurred past me as I ascended before landing smoothly atop a thick limb overlooking the river below.

A massive shadow moved gracefully and slowly beneath the surface of the water.

The creature swam through the current leisurely for quite some time, almost as if simply enjoying the sensation of the river flowing across its body. Eventually, it rose upward.

A gigantic water buffalo emerged partially from the depths.

It was majestic.

Dark moss clung to portions of its hide while small spirit flowers bloomed along its enormous curved horns. Every movement carried a strange calmness that made the surrounding river seem gentler.

Willow landed beside me quietly.

We watched the creature in silence for a while before I spoke again.

“What motivated you to join the Willow Order anyway?”

She blinked. “That came out of nowhere.”

“Humor me.”

Willow looked toward the river thoughtfully before answering.

“…You.”

I turned toward her in surprise.

She avoided eye contact briefly. “I’d been thinking for a long time about exploring the outside world. I wanted to spread my wings more and learn about places beyond the forest.”

“That sounds like you.”

“The Willow Order actually approached me in the past as well. They wanted to recruit me years ago.”

“And you declined?”

She nodded slowly.

“I was worried my leaving would throw the forest out of balance.” Her gaze drifted toward the distant trees. “There was always the possibility of a demonic beast emerging if stronger creatures started fighting over territory uncontrollably.”

That was a valid concern.

In cultivation worlds, demonic beasts often formed when ecosystems became unstable, especially in places overflowing with spiritual energy. All it took was one especially violent creature surviving long enough to evolve incorrectly.

Willow’s expression softened slightly.

“I didn’t want something like that terrorizing my home.”

I leaped from the branch and landed against another tree trunk before immediately climbing higher. My fingers found grooves in the bark easily while spiritual energy reinforced my movements. Branches whipped past me as I ascended through layers of leaves and drifting sunlight.

Eventually, I found the tallest tree in the area.

Naturally, I climbed that too.

The higher I went, the stronger the wind became. The canopy gradually opened around me until I finally reached the highest point sturdy enough to support my weight.

I settled myself comfortably atop the massive branch and exhaled slowly.

From up there, the Emerald Verdant Forest stretched endlessly across the horizon like a living ocean of green. Rivers cut silver lines through the wilderness while distant mountains rose above the canopy like ancient guardians watching over the realm.

It was peaceful.

Dangerous, obviously.

But peaceful.

Willow landed beside me with ease.

“You could’ve just left before,” I remarked. “Old Black was still around.”

Willow immediately made a face.

“Old Black’s way of protecting the forest is extremely hands-off,” she complained. “That old snake would retreat somewhere deep in the forest and ignore everything unless the problem became impossible to avoid.”

I tilted my head slightly. I wasn’t sure I fully agreed with that. Old Black had done plenty while I was hunting Dark Order cultivators through the region. I guessed it depended on perspective and personality.

Willow snorted softly. “That old snake may not look like it, but he actually enjoys fighting strong opponents. I doubt he’d interfere if a demonic beast started forming.”

“That’s a little harsh.”

“He would probably say something ridiculous like, ‘Chaos is part of nature,’ before challenging it personally.”

I burst out laughing.

“That really does sound like him, but he has a point, you know?”

I could absolutely picture Old Black lounging lazily somewhere while an ecological catastrophe unfolded nearby, only bothering to move once something genuinely entertaining appeared.

Willow puffed her feathers irritably. “There is nothing funny about it.”

“Sorry, sorry.”

She continued glaring at me for another few seconds before calming down slightly.

“When you appeared,” she admitted quietly, “I thought I finally had my chance. To really have an adventure. To spread my wings properly and explore the world beyond the forest. So I joined the Willow Order, and took the position they offered me.”

I smiled faintly hearing that.

It suited her.

For all her occasional complaints, Willow genuinely seemed happier lately.

Then her expression shifted suddenly.

“Now that I think about it…” She frowned. “Where is Old Black?”

“Hm?”

“I haven’t seen him in weeks.” She looked genuinely puzzled now. “I’ve been roaming throughout the forest recruiting volunteers and searching for potential disciples, but I haven’t sensed him anywhere.”

“Oh.” I leaned back against the trunk casually. “Old Black found a breakthrough. He’s hidden himself away, so you know, he could break through?”

Willow’s head snapped toward me so quickly I almost laughed again.

“What?”

“He found a breakthrough.”

“That cannot be right.”

Her voice rose several pitches higher than usual.

“That lazy snake?”

I nodded solemnly.

Willow looked personally betrayed by reality itself.

“No. Absolutely not. I refuse to believe that.”

I grinned. “Are you jealous?”

“I am not jealous,” she snapped instantly.

“Mm.”

“I am merely shocked that someone with such questionable work ethic advanced before me.”

That only made me laugh harder.

Willow groaned dramatically and buried her face beneath one wing for a moment.

“…I must work harder in my cultivation.”

            

    
        065 Monkey Business

    
    
    
    
                It had been a few days since I began my earnest exploration of the Emerald Verdant Forest. Willow had already left some time ago, returning to the Willow Order. That left only me and Roo traveling together through the endless sea of green.

“This place is weird,” Roo complained for perhaps the fiftieth time that day as he hopped over a fallen trunk. “Too many vines. Too many bugs. Too many monkeys. Your forest was better.”

I glanced back at him. “You’ve spent half the journey punching wildlife.”

“That’s because the wildlife here keeps looking at me funny.”

“They’re animals, Roo.”

“So am I.”

“…Fair point.”

The Emerald Verdant Forest differed greatly from my forest. My territory had a calmer atmosphere, perhaps because my druidic powers unconsciously influenced the environment over time. This place felt older, wilder, and significantly more hostile. Even the trees seemed to compete against one another for sunlight. Thick roots twisted over the earth like giant serpents, while the canopy above swallowed much of the sky.

“Break time,” I announced.

Roo immediately dropped onto the ground with exaggerated relief. “Finally. Sage Wo Li has shown mercy.”

Ignoring him, I searched for a suitable tree before activating Nature’s Stride. The world blurred into flowing green qi, and I reappeared atop a tall branch near the upper canopy. The trunk behind me was thick enough to comfortably lean against, so I settled there and pulled out my parchment.

Over the past several days, I had been creating a detailed map of the Emerald Verdant Forest.

Flying overhead in eagle form gave me an excellent bird’s-eye view of the region, but aerial observation alone lacked detail. Rivers hidden beneath dense foliage, beast trails, underground caves, medicinal herb clusters, and territorial boundaries were easier to identify while traveling directly through the forest itself.

Carefully, I marked another section onto the parchment.

Below me, I heard a loud cry.

“BLOW JAB!”

A violent gust exploded somewhere nearby.

“BLOW JAB! BLOW JAB!”

I rubbed my forehead.

Roo had apparently decided that “break time” meant “martial arts training.”

The kangaroo was currently punching a tree at terrifying speed while hopping around in circles like an overexcited disciple who had consumed too many spirit herbs.

“BLOW JAB!”

THUD!

“BLOW JAB!”

THUD!

I sighed deeply.

I already began regretting inviting Roo along on this adventure.

It seemed Zhen Ai’s education was not working, huh?

…No, that was unfair.

I should be more patient.

After all, I genuinely wanted Roo to grow stronger. One day, he would likely become a guardian beast of the forest. Zhen Ai’s teachings would undoubtedly prove valuable for him in the future. Cultivation was not solely about strength. Wisdom, discipline, and understanding mattered equally.

That said, we also could not neglect Roo’s combat training.

Beasts cultivated differently from humans. They relied more heavily on instinct, survival, and overcoming their inherent limitations. In many ways, beast cultivation resembled evolution itself. Each battle, each hardship, and each adaptation refined their bodies further.

Unfortunately, Roo seemed to believe this meant screaming attack names at maximum volume.

“BLOW JAB!”

“Roo,” I called tiredly, “inside voices.”

“THE WAY OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER REQUIRES PASSION!”

“I’m beginning to hate that technique.”

Before Roo could defend his martial pride, another voice suddenly erupted nearby.

“HEY! YOU! LEAF-STEALING TREE-HUGGER!”

I slowly lowered my brush.

A yellow-furred monkey stood several branches away from me. He was roughly at the Foundation Establishment realm, though his qi felt unstable and aggressive. Veins bulged across his arms as he pointed furiously at me.

“That’s my tree!” he screeched. “Get your skinny bark-loving backside off it before I kick your teeth into the dirt!”

I blinked.

The monkey continued without pause.

“You ugly moss-sniffing branch parasite! Looking at your face makes me want to gouge my eyes out! What kind of idiot sits around drawing leaves on paper?!”

…Wow.

Even by human standards, his vocabulary was remarkably colorful.

“You overgrown squirrel with mange! Your mother probably dropped you from the canopy as a child!”

I genuinely felt impressed. If ordinary humans could understand beast speech, this monkey would probably make a lot of people blush. Without warning, the monkey launched himself at me with a flying kick.

I casually activated Nature’s Stride.

The monkey crashed through empty air as I reappeared on another branch several meters away.

Unfortunately for him, Roo happened to be standing exactly where he landed.

The kangaroo’s eyes widened with delight.

“WAY OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER!”

Roo delivered a devastating flying kick directly into the monkey’s stomach.

BOOM!

The monkey shot through the trees like a yellow meteor before crashing through several branches.

I calmly returned my attention to the parchment.

Below me, violence continued.

“BLOW JAB!”

THUD!

“BLOW JAB!”

THUD!

“FOOT JAB!”

“EEK—!”

“BACK SHOTS! BACK SHOTS!”

A terrible image suddenly formed in my mind.

I froze.

“…Damn it.”

“BACK SHOTS!”

“PIPE DOWN, ROO!” I shouted. “I CAN’T CONCENTRATE!”

“THEN YOUR MIND IS WEAK!” Roo shouted back immediately.

Something inside me snapped. Nature’s Stride activated instantly. One moment I sat on the branch. The next, I stood behind Roo with my staff already raised.

WHACK!

“GAH!”

WHACK!

“SAGE WO LI, WAIT!”

WHACK!

Roo shrieked and immediately began running in circles around the trees while I chased after him.

“THIS IS DISCIPLINE!” I roared.

“THIS IS ABUSE!”

WHACK!

“STOP HITTING ME!”

“You yelled ‘back shots’ five times!”

“I WAS IN THE ZONE!”

“You’re about to enter the afterlife!”

Roo screamed and leaped between branches with tears streaming down his face.

“SURRENDER! I SURRENDER!”

“Too late!”

“PLEASE! MY CULTIVATION WILL DROP!”

“GOOD!”

The entire chase devolved into something resembling a ridiculous cartoon. Roo bounced between trees while I repeatedly used Nature’s Stride to cut him off. Every time he thought he escaped, I appeared directly in front of him and smacked him with the staff again.

Eventually, Roo collapsed dramatically onto the ground.

“I can’t feel my tail…”

“Oh, don’t be dramatic.”

“I CAN’T FEEL MY SPIRITUAL TAIL!”

I planted one foot firmly on his belly while holding the staff over my shoulder.

Only then did I remember the monkey.

The yellow-furred beast stared at us with absolute horror.

His entire body trembled violently.

“T-That beast is terrifying,” he whispered.

Roo weakly raised a paw. “See? Even enemies respect me—”

“But you…” The monkey pointed at me with shaking fingers. “You beat him up without hesitation! You’re a demonic beast!”

I frowned.

“That feels unnecessarily harsh.”

The monkey immediately shut his mouth.

Honestly, the past few days had been somewhat frustrating. The beasts of the Emerald Verdant Forest were not very talkative. Every attempt I made at peaceful conversation usually ended with threats, screaming, or attempted murder.

Sometimes all three simultaneously.

I looked toward the monkey.

“Who’s the ruling beast of this forest?”

The monkey’s eyes widened, and he immediately turned around and tried to flee.

“…Rude.”

I raised one hand.

“Entanglement.”

Thick roots burst from the earth and wrapped around the monkey’s limbs before he could escape more than a few meters. He shrieked as the roots dragged him upside down from a branch.

“LET ME GO!”

I stepped closer while Roo remained sprawled on the ground behind me, still pretending to be fatally wounded.

“We can do this the easy way,” I said calmly, “or I can let Roo continue practicing the Way of the Bound Sky Strider on you.”

Roo weakly lifted his head.

“…Back shots?” he offered hopefully.

The monkey began screaming in terror.

Up until now, I never really considered interrogating the beasts of the Emerald Verdant Forest.

Mostly because they had not actually bothered me much.

Sure, several tried to attack me on sight, but that was fairly normal behavior for territorial spirit beasts. I simply beat them up a little and moved on with my day. None of them ever attempted conversation beyond insults and threats.

But now that I thought about it more carefully…

What were the chances that their refusal to speak proper dialogue with me had been deliberate?

I glanced toward Roo, who still remained sprawled dramatically on the ground in his “mortally wounded” pose.

“Roo,” I called, “do you like eating monkey for dinner?”

The monkey immediately froze.

Roo blinked lazily at me. “Not really. I like grass better than monkey.”

To emphasize his point, the kangaroo casually plucked a nearby patch of grass and began chewing while still lying on his back in submission.

The monkey stared at him in disbelief.

“You’ll get nothing out of me!” the monkey suddenly shouted. “Just kill me already!”

I frowned slightly.

I could certainly use heavier methods if necessary. Mental techniques, soul pressure, intimidation, pain. Cultivators had invented countless unpleasant ways to extract information. And my cultivator friends wouldn’t even bat an eye if I requested such a thing.

But honestly?

The monkey had not actually done anything wrong.

Well, aside from attempting to kick me off a tree while hurling enough profanity to spiritually poison the surrounding forest.

Still, that hardly justified torture.

I sighed and waved my hand.

The roots loosened immediately before sinking back into the earth. The monkey dropped onto the branch with a startled yelp before scrambling backward several meters.

“Ha ha ha~! I am free, you stupid!”

The monkey immediately turned around and bolted deeper into the forest.

Roo lifted his head in confusion.

“Why’d you let him go?” he complained. “I just lost a sparring partner for the day.”

“Get up,” I told him. “We’re following him.”

Without hesitation, I activated Wild Shape.

My body shrank rapidly as feathers burst across my skin. A moment later, I leaped from the branch in eagle form and soared upward into the canopy.

The cool wind swept across my feathers as I climbed higher above the forest.

Below me, the monkey moved surprisingly quickly through the trees. His small frame darted between branches while using dense foliage as cover.

A familiar voice suddenly echoed directly into my mind.

“I got eyes on the monkey.”

I blinked in surprise.

Roo’s sound transmission was rough and somewhat clumsy, but it was unmistakably sound transmission.

I felt genuinely impressed.

Spirit beasts generally were not known for their learning abilities. Their strengths usually lay in instinctive combat and physical cultivation rather than delicate spiritual techniques. The fact Roo could already use sound transmission despite his terrible attention span was honestly remarkable.

Perhaps Zhen Ai’s teachings really were working.

“Keep your distance,” I transmitted back. “Just follow him.”

“Understood.”

There was a brief pause.

“Can I punch him if he notices me?”

“No.”

“…What if he insults me first?”

“No.”

“What if he—”

“No, Roo.”

“…Tyranny.”

I ignored him and continued gliding above the canopy.

Eventually, the monkey slowed down near a particularly dense section of the forest. From my earlier observations and mapping, I immediately recognized the region.

It was monkey territory.

The trees here were thicker and interconnected by hanging vines. Fruit-bearing plants grew abundantly across the area, while crude nests and wooden platforms rested high among the branches.

I landed quietly atop a branch while maintaining my eagle form.

Below me, the yellow-furred monkey burst into a clearing while panting heavily.

“I survived!” he cried dramatically. “I escaped the pointy ears!”

Several nearby monkeys immediately gathered around him.

“The idiot got caught!”

“You probably tripped over your own tail!”

“Pointy ears?” another monkey snorted. “What’d he do? Get bullied by another squirrel?”

“I’m serious!” the monkey protested. “There was a terrifying weird rat-thing and a terrifying-er tree demon!”

The other monkeys burst into laughter.

“You expect us to believe that?”

“You probably lost another fight and made up stories!”

“Did the pointy ears steal your fruit too?”

“No! Listen to me! The rat-thing kept yelling ‘back shots!’”

Several monkeys nearly fell off the branches laughing.

“Idiot!”

“Your cultivation really damaged your brain!”

“I think he hit his head!”

The yellow monkey nearly cried from frustration.

Suddenly, there was a resounding THUMP.

A powerful pressure spread through the clearing.

The monkeys instantly quieted.

An old monkey slowly emerged from deeper within the territory. His fur had turned gray with age, and patches of balding skin showed across his scalp. He carried a long wooden staff polished smooth through decades of use.

Core Formation realm.

A rather stable one too.

The old monkey struck the ground once more with his staff.

THUMP.

The surrounding monkeys immediately straightened themselves.

Abruptly, the entire clearing erupted into excited monkey noises.

“OOH OOH OOH!”

“ELDER MONKE!”

“ELDER MONKE HAS COME!”

Several monkeys began wildly thumping branches while others bounced excitedly around the clearing. Oddly enough, they seemed genuinely happy to see him.

The elder monkey calmly raised one hand and the clearing immediately quieted.

Interesting.

That level of authority was not something ordinary beasts possessed.

I narrowed my eagle eyes slightly.

“Stay where you are,” I transmitted quietly to Roo.

“Aw.”

Below me, Elder Monke slowly surveyed the gathered monkeys as he slowly spoke in their native monkey tongue.

“The time has come.”

The atmosphere shifted instantly.

Gone was the previous laughter and mockery.

Every monkey stared at him seriously.

“The Master of the Forest has given her decree,” Elder Monke continued solemnly. “The expanding forest outside the secret realm continues to encroach upon our sacred lands.”

Murmurs spread among the monkeys.

“The Willow Order has broken the laws established by our ancestors,” he declared. “They opened this secret realm without permission from the Master of the Forest.”

The old monkey slammed his staff against the ground.

THUMP.

“They must be taught a lesson.”

A wave of aggressive screeches answered him.

“We shall show no mercy to the humans who trespass upon our land without our master’s permission!”

The monkeys roared loudly in approval.

I remained completely still atop the branch.

…Well.

This was suddenly far more serious than I initially expected.

I was fairly certain the “Master of the Forest” they referred to was not me, which meant there was definitely a ruling entity somewhere within this secret realm that I didn’t know of. I’ve made quite a few rounds already and didn’t feel anything that stood out within the forest, so they must be able to hide their spiritual pressure quite well.

Not only that, but these monkeys clearly possessed an established society. Leadership. Laws. Shared history. Territorial governance.

And apparently diplomacy.

Or war councils.

The thought unsettled me more than I expected.

War was fundamentally a very human concept. Certainly, animals fought each other constantly over territory, mates, and survival. Even ants conducted organized warfare.

But this?

This felt different.

There was ideology behind it, purpose, ancestral law, and what I believed to be a political grievance. Their awareness of the Willow Order, for one thing, indicated knowledge of the cultivation world or perhaps a past relationship with them.

Moreover, the monkeys were not merely acting on instinct. They were discussing invasion and retaliation with frightening clarity.

Which raised an even larger question.

What were the chances these monkeys were the only beasts inside this secret realm to develop civilization?

If one group formed societies, established laws, and organized politically?

Then others probably had as well.

A cold realization slowly settled into my mind. The Emerald Verdant Forest might not simply be a dangerous secret realm. It might be an entire hidden world!

Elder Monke raised his staff once more.

“In three days’ time,” he declared, “I shall convene with the chiefs of the other beast clans alongside the Master of the Forest herself!”

The monkeys erupted into excited cries.

“We will discuss the fate of the invaders!”

“We will reclaim what is ours!”

“No mercy to the outsiders!”

            

    
        066 Infighting & Apprentice Chronicler

    
    
    
    
                “Wild Shape: Monkey,” I uttered softly as qi flowed through my limbs and twisted my body into a smaller, furrier shape. My perspective lowered, my senses sharpened, and suddenly the world felt different. The trees no longer seemed tall. They felt natural and comfortable, like roads instead of obstacles.

Elder Monke had already left earlier that morning, disappearing deeper into the forest after announcing the “important monkey business.”

I immersed myself among the monkey clan.

The territory itself was enormous, stretching across countless interconnected trees and cliffs. Monkeys with golden fur lounged lazily on wide branches beneath the sun while darker-furred monkeys handled gathering duties. There were silver-furred elders who seemed respected for wisdom, reddish-brown monkeys that specialized in fighting, and tiny black-furred monkeys that stole fruit from everyone and somehow avoided punishment through sheer audacity.

Oddly enough, despite their different appearances, they truly were the same species.

Cultivation was weird.

A few monkeys stared at me suspiciously when I approached one of the communal fruit gatherings.

“Who’re you?” one monkey demanded while scratching his armpit aggressively. “Never seen your ugly mug before.”

Another pointed dramatically. “Spy monkey!”

I blinked at them.

“Buddy,” I spat back, “your brain’s not braining if you don’t recognize me.”

The monkeys stared.

Then one gasped. “WAIT! THIS THE WEIRD JORKIN’ MONKEY!”

Excuse me?

Recognition spread instantly.

“Ohhhhhh!”

“The dumb monkey!”

“The one Elder Monke liked!”

One monkey smacked another on the head. “Told you he smelled weirdly familiar.”

Monkey society, I discovered, was disturbingly functional.

They had territories, alliances, disputes, and even social obligations. Younger monkeys gathered fruits while older ones guarded routes through the forest canopy. Stronger monkeys patrolled against rival beast groups while weaker members maintained nests and cared for children. There were even monkeys whose sole purpose seemed to be spreading gossip among them.

By midday, I sat atop a massive branch beside three elderly monkeys while they explained neighboring territories.

“The black-feather birds to the east?” one monkey muttered while chewing bark. “Jerks.”

“Absolute jerks,” another agreed solemnly. “They aren’t even from around here, and get this, they serve a different master of the forest! And the other feathered birds? They’re welcoming these new birds like they’re the best! Idiots!”

“They never return borrowed fruits. Bunch of honorless mob of bums.”

Apparently, there existed long-standing tensions between the monkey clans and several avian beast communities over fruit ownership rights. There were also trade relationships with squirrel-type beasts who exchanged medicinal nuts for protection from snakes.

I listened with genuine fascination.

Primitive perhaps, but undeniably sapient.

The more time I spent observing them, the stranger the Verdant Emerald Forest became in my eyes. For months, I had wandered this place believing myself surrounded by dangerous beasts and isolated territories. Yet beneath the violence and cultivation instincts existed something as complex as this.

The monkey clans even possessed oral traditions.

One elderly monkey proudly recounted the legendary tale of Great Ancestor Monke, who allegedly defeated a waterfall in single combat.

I did not ask how one fought a waterfall.

By evening, I had shared fruits with them, learned several monkey insults, participated in communal grooming, which honestly felt way too intimate, and watched younger monkeys wrestle each other across tree branches while elders shouted gambling odds.

It was strangely peaceful.

When night finally approached, I released my Wild Shape with a breath and returned to my human form atop a high branch overlooking the forest.

Then I went looking for Roo.

Unfortunately, I found Roo exactly where I expected him to be.

Causing problems.

“YOU FLUFFY EARED PUSSY!” screamed an enraged voice somewhere ahead.

The next moment, several trees exploded apart.

I arrived just in time to witness absolute nonsense.

Roo launched himself through the air with terrifying force, his hind legs shattering the atmosphere beneath him as he literally stepped on air itself. His tail whipped around like a divine weapon, gouging massive trenches across the earth with casual swings.

Opposing him was a horned rabbit roughly the same cultivation realm, though far more agile. She twisted through the air by microscopic margins, narrowly evading every devastating strike while screaming obscenities.

“CAN’T EVEN HIT ME, YOU OVERGROWN VEGETARIAN!”

Roo landed heavily, creating a crater.

“What’s a pussy?” he asked mid-fight.

“IT MEANS YOU—”

The rabbit abruptly somersaulted backward as Roo’s tail obliterated the ground where she had stood.

The surrounding forest looked devastated. Trees had snapped apart like twigs while the terrain resembled the aftermath of divine punishment.

Good to know Roo had been practicing moderation lately.

The rabbit darted forward, horn glowing with qi as she attempted to ram Roo through the chest.

I sighed.

I stepped in with Nature’s Stride.

I appeared behind the rabbit instantly, grabbed her horn firmly, and used my staff to redirect Roo’s incoming kick. I twisted with the impact smoothly, before sweeping my staff low.

Roo lost balance immediately.

The mighty beast faceplanted directly into the dirt.

“BWARGH!”

The forest trembled.

The rabbit froze in absolute horror as I casually held onto her horn.

Roo rose seconds later, leaves stuck to his face.

“THAT WAS AWESOME, SAGE!” he shouted excitedly. “IT SEEMED YOU WERE NOT NEGLECTING YOUR MARTIAL ARTS!”

“Thank you,” I replied dryly.

The horned rabbit continued staring at me like her soul had left her body.

I released her horn.

She ran away instantly, bolting into the forest at maximum speed without looking back once.

I watched her disappear before turning toward Roo.

“You know,” I began carefully, “it might honestly be best for you to go home.”

Roo blinked. “Why?”

“Because every time I leave you alone for ten minutes, you initiate territorial warfare.”

“But it’s actually fun here,” he argued immediately. “I take back all the bad things I said about this place. This place? It’s awesome! There’s fighting, jumping, screaming creatures, and funny kangaroos like that one. I like this place.”

“That was not a kangaroo, but a rabbit, Roo…” I narrowed my eyes. “You just want to skip Zhen Ai’s lessons, don’t you?”

Roo looked offended.

“Sage,” he declared solemnly, “I would never avoid educational opportunities.”

“According to Zhen Ai, you literally ate your homework last week.”

“It contained fiber.”

“That won’t be necessary,” called out a familiar voice nearby.

I turned around immediately and brightened.

“Hey,” I greeted. “What got you here?”

Zhen Ai smiled calmly as she stepped from the trees, her elegant robes swaying softly with the breeze. Beside her, partially hiding behind her sleeve, stood a nervous Tao Wolong.

“I suppose even I can become bored eventually,” she replied. “Moreover, my son had something he wished to say.”

The boy peeked out awkwardly.

“Um… Hello, godfather.”

Zhen Ai glanced downward. “Tao Wolong. What is it you wished to say to your godfather?”

The child stiffened before bowing hurriedly.

“I-I’m sorry for what I did last time,” he blurted out. “I acted rude and unruly and disrespectful, and Mother said I embarrassed her and also myself and—”

“It’s fine,” I interrupted gently.

He looked up.

“All forgiven,” I assured him. “You’re a kid. Kids do stupid things. Sometimes adults too.”

Roo nodded wisely. “Especially Sage.”

“I heard that.”

Tao Wolong relaxed visibly while Zhen Ai sighed in faint exasperation.

I glanced around cautiously afterward. “So… was that all? This forest’s significantly more dangerous than the one back home.”

Zhen Ai merely smiled.

“I can protect myself and Wolong just fine.”

Right. She was a dragon and a Nascent Soul cultivator. Honestly, the forest was probably more endangered by her presence than the other way around.

“There is indeed more,” she continued. “Someone from the Willow Order requested that I guide her here.”

“H-Hello…”

A shy voice emerged nearby. I looked toward the trees and nearly did a double take.

A woman slowly stepped out from behind a trunk, clutching her sleeves nervously. Round glasses rested upon her face while her figure… er… Good heavens. Even cultivators should not be allowed proportions like that.

Roo tilted his head innocently.

“You brought watermelons for us or sumthin’?”

The woman instantly covered her chest with both arms, her face turning crimson.

“N-No!” she squeaked. “Why would you think that?!”

“Roo,” Zhen Ai said flatly, “one day I truly ought to teach you manners with your body, so you don’t say stupid things.”

Roo visibly shrank back in terror.

“S-Sorry…” he muttered weakly while hiding behind me.

The woman adjusted her glasses nervously while avoiding direct eye contact with everyone present. Roo’s earlier comment had clearly inflicted catastrophic emotional damage upon her soul.

“I-I am Jia Ping,” she introduced softly. “An apprentice chronicler of the Willow Order.”

“And I am Wo Li. Nice to meet you.”

Jia Ping continued carefully, “From now on, I shall be acting as your personal liaison regarding any knowledge you may require. Rather than personally searching through the records of the Willow Order, you may simply ask me directly, and I shall answer to the best of my abilities.”

That actually sounded incredibly convenient.

“If Sage Wo Li desires copies of records, scriptures, historical documents, or cultivation manuals,” she continued, “it would also be through me that such matters are processed.”

Jia Ping bowed deeper.

“So… please take care of me from now on. I-I shall work diligently.”

Beside me, Zhen Ai suddenly covered her mouth, her shoulders trembling faintly.

“Ah, sorry,” she managed between suppressed laughter.

Tao Wolong tilted his head curiously.

“Ping,” he repeated thoughtfully. “Ping… does it happen to be this character?”

The boy traced the character in the ground with qi. Unfortunately for Jia Ping, I recognized that particular character too.

I stared blankly.

“Your name means flat?”

Jia Ping looked like her soul was leaving her body. Her glasses fogged slightly while her expression became the most defeated thing I had seen all week.

“Oh,” I said quickly. “Uh. Sorry.”

I immediately turned toward Tao Wolong.

“Apologize.”

The child blinked. “Why should I?”

His mother looked at him, and he quickly folded.

“I-I apologize,” Tao Wolong muttered hurriedly.

“It’s fine,” Jia Ping whispered weakly, though she looked spiritually wounded.

Honestly, though, this arrangement was perfect.

I currently possessed approximately twelve thousand questions regarding cultivation society, sects, historical context, the Shén, the forest, the Dark Order, and whatever the hell was happening around me lately.

Having a walking encyclopedia sounded fantastic.

I stepped closer toward Jia Ping, studying her carefully. I have no idea if it was just my imagination, but something felt off about her. Not dangerous exactly. Just strange.

“Is… there a problem?” she asked hesitantly.

I circled around her slowly while leaning into my Druidic Insight.

I sniffed her.

Jia Ping stiffened completely.

“D-Do I smell strange?” she asked nervously. “Or is there perhaps something on me?”

“There’s nothing wrong,” I replied honestly.

I continued observing her. There was a peculiar scent around her qi. It was deep, dense, and restrained.

Roo suddenly spoke.

“Are you two gonna mate or something?” he asked innocently. “Sage seems super interested in sniffin’ her.”

Jia Ping froze so hard I thought she might turn into stone.

“ROO,” I barked.

“What?” he protested. “That’s what others do when interested. If you ask me, you should invite her to a tea first. That’s what Li Ming did to me.”

“Wait, what? Never mind. You are not helping.”

My gaze returned toward Jia Ping. The more I inspected her, the more obvious it became. Her cultivation was suppressed and hidden beneath layers upon layers of controlled qi flow. It was so good that I almost missed it.

To others, she probably appeared to be around Qi Condensation.

To me?

My Druidic Insight practically screamed at me. This woman possessed an absurd amount of qi, enough to rival Nascent Soul cultivators.

I asked calmly, “Why are you hiding your cultivation in front of me?”

The atmosphere shifted immediately.

Jia Ping’s timid demeanor faded slightly as seriousness entered her eyes for the first time.

“…You noticed.”

“I did.”

I folded my arms. “Is there a reason behind it?”

“I did not wish to alarm anyone,” she admitted.

“What exactly would the Willow Order gain by assigning a Nascent Soul cultivator to become my liaison?” I asked, genuinely curious. “With the need for manpower, won’t you be more useful somewhere else?

There was absolutely no way someone at her level was merely an apprentice.

Besides me, even Zhen Ai looked genuinely surprised.

“She is Nascent Soul?” she asked sharply.

Jia Ping nodded awkwardly.

“I did not lie about being an apprentice chronicler,” she clarified softly. “In truth… I may very well be the only recognized chronicler left within the Willow Order.”

The joking atmosphere vanished completely.

“The Soul Transformation and Immortal cultivators of our Order disappeared not long ago,” Jia Ping explained quietly. “Had they still remained, the Dark Order would never have succeeded in attacking so many villages under our protection.”

Her expression darkened behind her glasses.

“I am the last apprentice personally accepted by the previous Grand Chronicler of the Willow Order. When he vanished, most of the records and responsibilities passed onto me.”

That sounded like an absolutely miserable promotion.

Jia Ping adjusted her glasses again.

“I conceal my cultivation as a means of protection,” she admitted. “The Willow Order currently lacks internal stability. If the Dark Order managed to infiltrate spies into our ranks once, there is no guarantee they cannot do so again, especially after the Heavenly Eye was sealed.”

“So you pretend to be weak,” I concluded. “A harmless Qi Condensation chronicler attracts less attention than a Nascent Soul cultivator carrying sensitive information.”

The cultivation world was insane, so I could see the logic of it.

“I was also assigned here,” she continued more quietly, “because the Order believes you could protect me if necessary.”

That earned a blink from me.

“Me?”

“Yes.”

Roo puffed his chest proudly beside me.

“Sage strong, but I’m stronger!”

“You were losing to a rabbit thirty minutes ago.”

“She got lucky you arrived.”

Jia Ping coughed softly before continuing.

“There is another reason as well. I possess knowledge of a special formation spell array capable of directly connecting to the Shén known as Li Ming. In the event that something happens to Lady Li Ming, the Willow Order hopes you would assist us.”

That made me pause.

“If Li Ming is truly that important,” I asked slowly, “why not simply place her under my protection directly?”

Jia Ping exchanged a glance with Zhen Ai before answering carefully.

“Lady Li Qing trusts you,” she admitted. “Perhaps even deeply.”

“But?”

“The other elders possess… differing opinions.”

My least favorite flavor of stupidity. When they should be united in a time of crisis, there was infighting instead. Political infighting, yes, but still ultimately an infighting.

Jia Ping continued. “It is considered dangerous for a Shén to remain exposed so freely to the outside world. Even if you promised her protection, many within the Order would still oppose such a decision.”

Or maybe they were scared of me.

By making me somewhat of a figurehead through a sect founded by me and putting me in the Ten Great Sects, they were giving me power over them. This was probably another reason they were apprehensive about me.

Of course, I could be wrong, and I’m just paranoid, but it made too much damn sense.

            

    
        067 Agent of Chaos

    
    
    
    
                “So, about the pills promised to me,” I began casually, “and maybe an update regarding the registration of my Sect?”

“I-I have no knowledge regarding the progress of your Sect’s registration,” answered Jia Ping carefully. “B-But… the pills may require additional time before they can be retrieved. The other elders of the Willow Order did not react favorably to the agreement Lady Li Qing made with you. There has been… considerable resistance.”

Ouch.

Not unexpected, but still unpleasant to hear directly.

“I understand,” I replied after a moment. “Guess I can only wait patiently, huh? Anyway, enough politics. Let’s go find ourselves a camping spot.”

The clearing we eventually settled in rested atop a gentle hill surrounded by ancient trees. The canopy opened enough for the night sky to remain visible overhead, revealing countless stars scattered across the heavens like glowing rivers of light.

I prepared camp quickly, casting a controlled Sunlight Orb to create a campfire.

A simple bonfire crackled warmly at the center while several fallen logs became proper seating after a bit of phytokinesis smoothed their surfaces into curved benches. Roots shifted beneath the soil at my command, creating softer ground around the fire while branches bent naturally into crude shelters.

Roo had already fallen asleep beside the fire before dinner properly settled in his stomach. The giant kangaroo-beast snored loudly enough to scare smaller animals away from the surrounding forest.

Tao Wolong had lasted slightly longer.

Now the boy rested quietly with his head against Zhen Ai’s lap while she absentmindedly stroked his hair beneath the moonlight.

Meanwhile, Jia Ping sat across the fire with a book balanced carefully against her knees. Several maps had been spread beside her, including the one I created earlier while exploring the secret realm.

Her eyes widened more and more the longer she studied it.

“This is remarkably detailed,” she admitted quietly. “The terrain markings, beast territories, river paths… even elevation changes are included. With something like this, the Willow Order could drastically accelerate exploration efforts within this secret realm. It would be invaluable for future expeditions.”

I looked at her for several silent moments before speaking.

“Try not to think about conquering this place.”

Jia Ping blinked.

I leaned back slightly against the log behind me.

“This forest already has a master,” I continued calmly. “And I intend to speak with her eventually.”

The fire crackled softly between us.

“So tell the Willow Order to keep its grubby hands away from this place.”

Jia Ping lowered her gaze immediately.

“My apologies,” she said quietly. “I spoke carelessly.”

I sighed afterward and rubbed my forehead. Politics again. Sect mentality really did encourage people to view everything as territory waiting to be claimed. Hopefully, such thinking wouldn’t become a part of me.

Turning slightly, I looked toward Zhen Ai.

“Sorry,” I told her softly. “Today ended up noisier than expected.”

She smiled faintly.

“It was not unpleasant.”

Tao Wolong shifted slightly in his sleep afterward, clutching at his mother’s sleeve instinctively. Zhen Ai’s expression softened almost immediately as she adjusted his position more comfortably against her lap.

The sight carried a strange warmth to it.

For a while, none of us spoke.

We simply listened to the forest.

The distant chirping of nocturnal insects mixed with the crackling fire while cool night winds drifted through the clearing overhead. Somewhere far away, beasts called to one another beneath the moonlight.

I tilted my head back and stared at the stars.

Normally, mental exhaustion would have dragged me into sleep already. Between exploration, wandering through monkey civilization all day, and stopping Roo from committing accidental ecological destruction, my body should have been demanding rest.

Yet sleep refused to come.

Something lingered uneasily within my thoughts.

“Harmony between three worlds,” I muttered absentmindedly.

The words surfaced from somewhere deep within me. They were not memories exactly. More like echoes and fragments without context.

“Excuse me?” Jia Ping asked as she turned toward me.

“I don’t actually know what that means,” I admitted. “The thought just keeps repeating itself in my head lately. What do you know about the three worlds, Jia Ping?”

Jia Ping looked genuinely confused.

“The… three worlds?”

“Yes.”

She hesitated awkwardly.

“I only know of one world,” she admitted carefully. “The world we currently live on.”

Beside the fire, Zhen Ai laughed softly.

“There is wisdom in admitting ignorance,” argued Jia Ping defensively, flushing crimson in embarassment. “Far better than pretending knowledge one does not possess. If Lady Zhen Ai finds the question amusing, perhaps she herself knows the answer?”

“I do,” Zhen Ai replied casually.

Jia Ping immediately straightened.

“Then explain it.”

Zhen Ai scoffed lightly.

“Well, if you wish to know so badly, you could start by saying please.”

Jia Ping’s eye twitched.

I genuinely thought the chronicler might attack a dragon over basic conversational pettiness.

I intervened before diplomacy collapsed completely.

“Please?”

Zhen Ai smiled immediately.

“Much better.”

Jia Ping looked deeply betrayed.

“The story originates from ancient dragon traditions,” Zhen Ai began calmly while gazing toward the heavens above. “Long before kingdoms, sects, or even recorded civilization existed.”

Jia Ping crossed her arms, sounding the cynic. “Creation myths are hardly reliable historical sources.”

Zhen Ai ignored her entirely and continued. "There once existed the Six Paths. The Heaven Path, Asura Path, Human Path, Animal Path, Ghost Path, and Hell Path. In the time before ours, they represented the Six Paths of Reincarnation, or greater realms that divided the Greater Universe beyond. As a consequence of the war in the Age of Supremacy, the Six Paths were broken, and from their remains emerged the three worlds.”

Jia Ping immediately shook her head.

“Ridiculous.”

Zhen Ai glanced toward her lazily.

“You asked.”

“The Willow Order possesses the most comprehensive historical records remaining in this region,” Jia Ping argued firmly. “Even after losing much of our history, nothing within our archives references such worlds.”

She adjusted her glasses sharply.

“These myths are likely exaggerated tales born from ancient cultivators battling one another. Over time, stories become distorted. Legends become gods. Hyperbole becomes religion. There is nothing grand about such myths. No hidden cosmic truth. Merely fragmented stories mythologized across generations.”

Zhen Ai snorted softly.

“And you accuse dragons of arrogance.”

“Because you speak as though you possess certainty.”

“We do.”

The atmosphere shifted subtly.

Zhen Ai’s expression carried unmistakable weight behind it.

“Before your sect chroniclers existed,” she said calmly, “dragons already watched the rise and fall of civilizations. We preserved history orally across generations while kingdoms turned to dust.”

Jia Ping opened her mouth, but Zhen Ai continued speaking.

“The Six Paths broke long ago. Their remains became separated realities.”

Her gaze lifted toward the stars again.

“The Heaven Path and Asura Path became the Godly Plane. The Human Path and Animal Path awakened within the Mortal Plane. The Ghost Path and Hell Path descended into the Spiritual Plane.”

The bonfire crackled softly.

“These worlds have remained separated since the ending of the old universe and the birth of the current one,” she finished quietly. “At least, that is the story passed from dragon ancestor to dragon ancestor.”

“Indeed,” softly echoed a voice from the darkness beyond the firelight, “the child of dragons speaks correctly.”

Every hair on my body stood upright, surprised at the suddenness of the voice. One moment the clearing had been empty, and the next, fair-skinned arms wrapped gently around me from behind. A woman leaned against my back as though she had always belonged there, her long verdant hair cascading across my shoulders like flowing emerald silk.

I tightened my grip around my staff immediately.

“Who are you supposed to be?” I asked carefully.

The woman merely smiled.

Up close, her beauty felt unreal. Not in the mortal sense of elegance or charm, but something deeper and stranger. Her very presence carried an ancient vitality that blended naturally into the surrounding forest. The trees bent subtly toward her. Grass brightened beneath her bare feet. Even the bonfire seemed calmer in her presence.

My Druidic Insight reacted, revealing what she truly was.

Dryad.

A true-to-bones Dryad.

And far more terrifying than any I could have imagined.

Beside me, Zhen Ai moved immediately. Dragon qi surged from her body as she pulled Tao Wolong protectively against her chest. Faint scales surfaced along her cheeks and neck while golden draconic eyes narrowed toward the newcomer.

Tao Wolong blinked sleepily.

“M-Mother?” he asked in confusion. “What’s wrong?”

Zhen Ai gently stroked his head without taking her eyes off the woman.

“Nothing for you to fear,” she said softly. “But remain alert.”

Across the fire, Jia Ping reacted as well. The timid chronicler suddenly produced a long spear wrapped with a white banner from her spatial storage ring. The weapon hummed faintly with restrained spiritual power as she pointed it toward the newcomer.

“Who are you supposed to be?” Jia Ping demanded.

“At ease,” the woman said calmly.

She casually lowered my staff with one hand before sitting beside me with complete comfort, as though she owned the clearing itself.

Her emerald eyes wandered across our group.

“This truly is an interesting gathering,” she mused softly.

Her gaze settled upon Jia Ping first.

“A child of foxes.”

Jia Ping stiffened visibly.

The woman then looked toward Zhen Ai.

“A child of dragons.”

Finally, her eyes moved toward Tao Wolong.

“A child of destiny.”

The sleeping Roo suddenly snorted loudly beside the fire, scratching his stomach mid-slumber while muttering something about carrots.

The woman stared at him silently for several awkward seconds.

“…Hm.”

Then she simply skipped him entirely.

Her attention returned to me afterward.

“And a Supreme walking within the current age,” she whispered with visible fascination. “I sincerely believed your kind no longer wandered this universe, but it seems I was wrong. Ah, such as the tidings of fate. Ever unpredictable. Truly the essence of chaos.”

The way she said Supreme made me deeply uncomfortable.

“Who are you!?” Jia Ping demanded once more.

This time, the woman slowly turned toward her. The atmosphere changed instantly. Pressure descended upon the clearing. It was absolute, ancient, and vast beyond comprehension. The surrounding forest fell silent as though every living thing nearby had instinctively lowered its head.

“Careful with your tone, child,” the woman warned softly. “I am older than the Willow Order you serve.”

“That’s impossible,” Jia Ping argued immediately despite visibly trembling. “The Willow Order has existed since the dawn of creation—”

“Indeed,” the woman interrupted calmly, “but I believe you misunderstand something important.”

She leaned slightly against my shoulder while gazing toward the stars overhead.

“There exists a gap between the known world and the universe that came before. A Dark Age. An era when survivors from the previous universe battled desperately for a place within the newly born world order. During that time, the old powers sought dominion while newly awakened souls struggled merely to survive.”

Her voice carried no arrogance. Instead, there was only longing.

“I was there during those years,” she said softly. “One of the few immortals who chose to stand beside mortals rather than rule above them.”

Jia Ping’s eyes widened.

The woman smiled faintly afterward.

“I am one of the three disciples personally taught by the founder of your Order. I stood beside that special existence when the first laws of the Willow Order were written. You would do well to show greater respect toward my name.”

Then she finally introduced herself.

“I am the Daughter of the Origin. First of the Dryads born within the New World. Queen of the Fae.”

Her emerald eyes met mine directly.

“My name is Mab.”

The moment she spoke that name, something ancient stirred faintly within the forest itself. The trees rustled despite the absence of wind while distant lights flickered between the woods like wandering spirits. Mab leaned more comfortably against me. Her expression softened with something dangerously close to longing and expectations. Things were getting weird very quickly.

Across the fire, Jia Ping hurriedly pulled out a small wooden stick from her robes. The object began glowing brilliantly the instant Mab revealed her identity.

Jia Ping nearly dropped it in shock.

“Oh my heavens,” she whispered shakily. “On Dawei’s balls, it’s true!”

Mab glanced toward the glowing branch with visible surprise.

“A branch from a World Tree,” she remarked approvingly. “Impressive. That is a rather effective method for identifying my lineage.”

Jia Ping looked seconds away from a religious crisis.

As for me?

I was mostly focused on the fact that the immortal Dryad queen was still holding onto my arm.

Mab suddenly stood up while pulling me along with her effortlessly.

“Come,” she said warmly. “I wish to show you my home.”

I blinked.

Wait.

Hold on.

Things were progressing way too fast.

“…Why exactly do you want to show me your home?”

Mab blinked once, clearly surprised I even needed to ask.

“Because that is where you shall be living from now on.”

“…What?”

“You are my king,” she explained matter-of-factly.

I genuinely looked around afterward because surely she could not have been speaking to me.

Unfortunately, she was.

“Wait,” I said slowly. “Who decided that?”

“I did.”

“That feels extremely one-sided.”

Mab tilted her head slightly as though unable to understand the issue. To my growing horror, she began casually listing plans. “We shall naturally require a proper ceremony, something beneath the most beautiful tree in the forest, perhaps. Mm… no, the Silver Groves would be more romantic during spring. The Beast Courts would complain if they were not invited, but they complain about everything regardless, so perhaps it is better to ignore them entirely. Ah, and afterward, we could spend our honeymoon wandering the many secret realms around the world.”

“Honeymoon?”

“There is also the matter of crowns,” she continued happily. “You would look wonderful wearing antlers.”

“What?”

“And eventually,” she added with growing enthusiasm, “we could restore the old gardens together. Perhaps raise children afterward.”

My soul nearly left my body.

Children?!

I carefully removed my hand from hers and took one very deliberate step backward.

“Sorry, lady,” I said diplomatically. “But I think you’re moving a little too fast.”

Mab blinked slowly.

“Do not worry,” I continued quickly. “It’s not you. I think it’s me.”

Honestly?

I wanted to flee into the forest immediately and live among the monkey clans forever.

At least Elder Monke had never tried to marry me.

“That is unfortunate,” Mab said softly.

For one beautiful moment, I thought she had accepted rejection normally. However, her smile was telling me otherwise.

“I suppose I shall simply need to convince you.”

My survival instincts screamed violently.

“How?” I asked cautiously.

Mab’s smile widened with terrifying confidence.

“I shall find a way. If it takes ten years, then I shall spend ten years. If it requires a hundred years, then a hundred years shall pass. If a thousand years are necessary, then I shall wait a thousand years. Ten thousand years if needed.”

The way she spoke made it sound less like romance and more like a natural law of the universe.

“I will make it happen,” she finished confidently.

I blinked.

“…Why? Just why!?”

Mab’s expression softened instantly, answering gently. “Because it is my wish to provide you with happiness. The dark sun within you. You shall bear the misfortune of this world endlessly. It’s just so sad. I don’t want to be sad. I don’t want you to be sad. Oh, I’ve seen it all.”

My body froze. Every thought in my mind halted instantly. How did she know about that? I had never spoken about it. Not to Roo. Not to Zhen Ai. Not to anyone. The dark sun of misfortune buried deep within me had always remained my secret alone. Yet Mab spoke of it with absolute certainty. She slowly raised her hands and gently held my face. “Can you not see it?” she asked softly. Her emerald eyes reflected my stunned expression perfectly as she stared directly into my eyes. “We are ideal for one another. I am chaos, and you are order. Together, we balance each other. Ah… We truly are perfect for one another.”

Yeah, I’m calling it in.

This lady was definitely crazy.
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                Mab led the way deeper into the secret realm, and the forest itself seemed to bend before her passage. Ancient trees shifted their branches aside without a single rustle. Thick roots withdrew into the soil, clearing a path where moments earlier none existed. Pale silver light filtered through the canopy overhead, and the moon hanging above the realm somehow appeared brighter than before, as though acknowledging her presence.

The sensation reminded me uncomfortably of my own authority over nature.

My party stayed near me while we followed behind her. Even Roo, who usually bounded around with enough energy to flatten a hillside, dragged his feet with half-lidded eyes and an offended expression plastered across his furry face.

“I was havin’ the greatest battle of my life!” Roo complained loudly. “There were like… ten thousand monkeys! No, twenty thousand! And I was winnin’ too! Then somebody woke me up before I got to the awesome part!”

The kangaroo turned his accusing glare toward me.

I ignored him completely.

Beside me, Tao Wolong stared wide-eyed at the drifting motes of light floating through the forest. Tiny wisps danced between the trees in shades of green, blue, silver, and faint gold. Some resembled little stars while others looked like glowing butterflies made entirely of mist.

“Woah…” Tao Wolong breathed. “Mother, look! They’re following us! They’re so cool!”

“Be careful,” Zhen Ai warned immediately as she pulled him slightly closer. “You do not know what those things are.”

“They’re harmless,” I explained. “Natural born wisps. Elemental properties that gained life through concentrated nature energy. Spirits born from the forest itself.”

Jia Ping immediately pushed her glasses tighter against her face, nearly stumbling from excitement.

“Another term for them would be elemental spirits, and they’re not just numerous, but quite varied in numbers. Their appearance suggests the state of the forest. Truly, incredible.”

She rapidly scribbled notes into her booklet while sketching crude illustrations using a charcoal pencil. Her eyes darted everywhere with barely concealed obsession, as though she feared the wisps might disappear if she blinked too long.

Mab glanced back toward us, her silver hair flowing softly despite the absence of wind.

“Stay close to me,” she warned calmly. “Otherwise, you may become lost within the forest.”

The way she said it made Tao Wolong instantly stop reaching toward the floating wisps.

The deeper we traveled, the stranger the forest became. Trees grew larger than mountains like an illusion. Rivers flowed upward through the air before vanishing into clouds of glowing mist. The scent of flowers lingered everywhere despite there being no visible blossoms nearby. My Druidic Insight stretched outward constantly, trying to understand the structure of the secret realm around us, but the deeper we went, the less certain I became.

Eventually, the forest opened.

At the center of the hidden region stood a pavilion made from ancient gray stone. Moss covered the edges of its pillars while moonlight pooled gently across the smooth flooring. It looked peaceful.

I frowned slightly.

Even after flying throughout this secret realm repeatedly over the past weeks, I had never discovered this location. Not even a trace of it. My senses should have detected something this massive long ago.

Yet there had been nothing.

Mab slowly turned toward us and spread one hand gracefully.

“Welcome to my abode.”

She lowered herself onto her knees atop the pavilion floor and watched us with quiet expectation.

My Druidic Insight stirred uneasily.

There was something hidden here.

I narrowed my eyes slightly at her.

“You’re hiding something from us, aren’t you?”

Mab released a soft sigh before smiling faintly.

“Your abilities truly are remarkable.”

She lifted one hand.

The world shifted.

The forest behind her distorted like rippling water before dissolving entirely. My eyes widened as enormous ruins materialized beyond the pavilion. Endless structures of white stone stretched across the horizon beneath the moonlit sky. Broken towers rose from the earth like ancient spears while enormous roads cut through the remains of the dead city.

At the center stood a colossal palace towering above everything else.

Its mere existence radiated an ancient majesty that made the surrounding mountains appear insignificant.

“Impossible,” Jia Ping uttered weakly. “This just can’t be… This is the Ruins of the Forgotten, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?” Zhen Ai asked immediately.

Jia Ping swallowed hard before speaking, her voice trembling slightly.

“There were three sacred symbols entrusted to the Willow Order for safekeeping. The World Tree, the Shén, and the Sacred Willow City. The World Tree was hidden away long ago, while the Shén remained under our protection. But the Sacred Ruins…” She stared toward the distant palace with disbelief. “They believed it had been lost forever. Eventually, later generations forgot it entirely.”

The scholarly woman was visibly shaking now. Awe and fear mixed together within her eyes as she stared at the impossible city before us.

Mab stood once more and quietly faced the ruins.

“According to what my master told me,” she explained, “this place once began as a village of hunters. Over time, it grew into a holy city and eventually became a symbol of faith during the Age of Supremacy.”

Nobody spoke for several moments.

Mab resumed walking, and we followed her toward the ruins.

The closer we approached, the more overwhelming the city became. Massive stone arches stretched overhead while broken statues lined the roads. Many had eroded beyond recognition, but several still carried symbols resembling branches and crescent moons.

Eventually, we arrived before a towering archway at the entrance of the city.

Ancient symbols were carved across its surface.

I stared upward helplessly.

“What does that say?”

Zhen Ai examined the inscription carefully before reading it aloud.

“New Willow.”

A strange feeling settled inside my chest.

The characters used there differed from the writing system I recognized. Even stranger, Zhen Ai herself looked increasingly troubled the longer she observed them.

“Even my people possess stories regarding this place,” she murmured quietly. “But they knew it by another name. New Willow, the capital city of a powerful civilization from the ancient past.”

The symbol of “Willow” really carried an absurd amount of significance, huh?

Roo was the first one to cross the archway.

Or at least, he tried to.

The kangaroo hopped confidently past the stone entrance before a golden barrier suddenly flashed into existence. A loud bang echoed across the ruins as Roo was violently launched backward through the air like a furry cannonball.

“GAAAAH!”

He rolled across the cracked ground before springing upright with pure outrage burning in his eyes.

“The AIR ATTACKED ME!”

Before anybody could react, Roo charged again with absolute conviction.

“I ACCEPT YOUR CHALLENGE, INVISIBLE ENEMY!”

Boom!

The barrier hurled him backward a second time.

Roo bounced off the pavement, landed on his feet, and pointed accusingly toward the glowing wall.

“YOU THINK YOU’RE TOUGH?!” he shouted furiously. “I FOUGHT TEN THOUSAND MONKEYS IN MY DREAM!”

He rushed forward again.

Boom!

Back he flew.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Eventually, after the seventh defeat against the concept of air itself, Roo staggered back toward me while clutching his stomach dramatically.

“SAGE WO LI!” he cried indignantly. “TEACH THE AIR A LESSON!”

“Sure, buddy… Sure…”

I approached the entrance and extended my hand toward the shimmering golden barrier. The surface rippled faintly beneath my fingers like liquid sunlight. Instead of resisting me, however, my hand slipped through effortlessly.

The barrier suddenly pulled me forward.

My vision blurred for a split second before I found myself standing on the other side of the archway.

“What?”

Zhen Ai looked visibly startled.

“You passed through it?”

“Impossible…” Jia Ping muttered while adjusting her glasses frantically.

Meanwhile, Mab remained completely calm.

“As expected,” she remarked softly.

I blinked once before casually stepping back through the barrier, forward again, backward, forward, backward, and forward.

“Huh,” I muttered. “Cool barrier.”

Roo immediately attempted to imitate me.

The barrier responded by launching him backward hard enough to uproot a nearby chunk of stone pavement.

“It hates me personally,” Roo declared bitterly from the crater.

The others tried afterward, but every single attempt ended the same way. The barrier rejected them without hesitation. Even Zhen Ai’s spiritual energy failed to penetrate the golden wall.

Meanwhile, I walked through it like someone entering a grocery store.

If there was a reason this city allowed me passage, chances were it had something to do with the Dark Sun of Misfortune inside me.

Which honestly raised several concerning questions.

“That’s unfair!” Tao Wolong complained loudly. “I wanna explore too!”

I ignored his whining and turned toward Mab instead.

“How much do you actually know about this place?”

“Not much,” Mab answered honestly. “Before my master ascended, I was ordered to safeguard the Sacred Ruins and remove myself from the affairs of the cultivation world.”

There were so many things I wanted to ask her that I honestly did not know where to begin anymore.

Mab seemed to notice my thoughts.

“There are matters I cannot speak of,” she revealed quietly. “I am forbidden from saying them. Therefore, I cannot tell you everything. However, I shall attempt to answer whatever questions I am permitted to answer.”

It was very convenient.

For her, it was an excellent method to avoid answering anything she disliked.

“I don’t have any questions right now,” I eventually replied. “I’ll explore the city first.”

I gestured toward my companions.

“Please entertain my friends while I’m gone.”

Mab inclined her head gracefully.

“I shall be hospitable to them.”

Jia Ping looked like she was suffering spiritual torture after hearing she could not accompany me inside. She gnawed on her sleeve while staring longingly toward the city beyond the barrier.

“The historical value…” she whispered painfully. “The architecture… the records…”

Meanwhile, Tao Wolong pointed at me accusingly.

“My godfather gets to hog all the fun again!”

“I’ll bring you back a souvenir,” I promised.

“That’s not the same thing!”

I waved them goodbye before departing deeper into the ruined city alone.

The deeper I walked, the heavier the atmosphere became.

Broken statues lined the streets like silent guardians abandoned by history. Cracks split the roads apart while enormous walls had collapsed onto nearby buildings long ago. Entire districts had partially sunken into the earth.

Yet despite the destruction, something about the city remained unnaturally preserved.

There were no corpses, skeletons, bloodstains, or signs that people had died here.

It felt less like a destroyed civilization and more like a city everyone simply abandoned overnight.

I entered building after building while exploring the ruins. Most homes remained untouched. Furniture still rested where it had been left a long time ago. Bowls remained on tables. Clothing hung neatly beside dusty beds.

One large structure resembled a training ground filled with shattered practice dummies and weapon racks. Nearby, I discovered an armory overflowing with swords, spears, shields, and bows.

Most of the weapons remained in surprisingly good condition.

Whoever forged them clearly knew what they were doing.

Then came the books.

Thousands of them.

Libraries.

Records.

Manuals.

Entire shelves had somehow survived the erosion of time. I grabbed several at random only to realize I couldn’t read most of the script.

Great.

Ancient civilization literacy problem.

Eventually, my wandering brought me toward the massive palace overlooking the city.

The throne room alone was larger than some sect compounds I had visited.

Six enormous statues stood on either side of the chamber. Time had damaged their features beyond recognition, leaving cracks across their stone faces and bodies. Despite that, each statue radiated an oppressive presence that made even me instinctively cautious.

It felt like standing before beings far beyond ordinary cultivators.

Suddenly, a formation array ignited beneath my feet and light exploded throughout the chamber.

I instinctively stepped backward as a figure materialized atop the throne.

His body appeared unstable, reduced partially into drifting motes of light. His face remained blurred and indistinct, as though time itself had eroded the recording.

The figure slowly looked toward me.

“This is a pre-recorded message,” he declared calmly.

Well.

That answered one question.

“You who stand before me must be the new Avatar of the Source.”

The title alone immediately made me uncomfortable.

The figure continued without pause.

“I care little for your inclination. Good. Evil. Neutral. Such matters are irrelevant to me.”

His voice carried immense authority despite the obvious degradation of the recording.

“However, you must become strong. Failure to do so shall condemn the world I painstakingly created into oblivion. And I do not desire that outcome. Make use of this city. Grow stronger. Become more. Break your limits. Harden your resolve. Find your conviction. Protect this world. Fulfill your destiny. I want you to do them all. Leave no regrets behind. Do as you please, so that the people around you can do the same. Become a symbol, their faith, and seek your place in this world, so that you may fall in love with it, cherish it, and protect it with all your might.”

The figure slowly rose from the throne. A longsword appeared in his hand from nowhere, and then he drove the blade into the ground.

A massive flag manifested behind him.

A golden cross against a pure white backdrop fluttered proudly despite the absence of wind.

The figure stared directly toward me, despite the lack of sight.

“Take the throne,” he challenged. “Accept both the responsibility and seize power for yourself.”
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                The figure vanished shortly afterward, dissolving into drifting motes of light until only the empty throne remained before me. Silence reclaimed the throne room once more. I stared at the throne for a long moment.

Instead of answers, I somehow ended up with even more questions.

What exactly was the Source?

What was an Avatar?

And what kind of lunatic created an entire flying city and casually entrusted it to a random druid from another world?

I approached the throne cautiously and inspected it with Druidic Insight. Nature energy flowed through the ancient seat, but nothing appeared abnormal. No hidden formation. No curse. No trap waiting to devour my soul.

At least, none that I could perceive.

Eventually, curiosity won.

I sat down.

Honestly, I still doubted that was what the mysterious figure meant when he told me to take the throne. The idea sounded ridiculous even inside my own head.

Out of nowhere, the throne spoke.

“Divine Possession.”

The instant those words echoed through the chamber, my vision shattered.

An endless torrent of memories flooded my consciousness with overwhelming force. My sense of self blurred beneath the weight of countless lives and countless years. I saw a humble settlement of hunters struggling against beasts beneath towering trees. I saw frightened young men conscripted into an army meant to fight wars they barely understood.

One memory surfaced more vividly than the others.

A boy, young, furious, and determined.

He beat his own father bloody to steal the man’s place in the conscription ranks because he believed the village needed stronger men at the front. Also, because the boy didn’t want his father to join the war. It was strange in ways I couldn’t comprehend.

The memories accelerated, and the village grew.

Stone replaced wood.

Walls rose.

Temples followed.

Armies marched beneath white banners marked by the golden cross I had seen earlier.

I watched the city itself ripped from the earth and elevated toward another world entirely. The civilization became part of a vast Holy Empire whose influence stretched beyond mortal comprehension. The city transformed into a sacred symbol tied to rites surrounding a Holy Emperor.

The sheer scale of the memories overwhelmed me.

For several terrifying moments, I became the divine itself.

The sensation felt horrifying and liberating at the same time. Countless emotions crashed through me. Pride. Wrath. Grief. Triumph. Loneliness. The memories carried so much information that even my enhanced mind failed to retain everything. Entire eras slipped away the instant I perceived them.

Faces vanished.

Names disappeared.

Wars blurred together.

I forgot more than I remembered.

Slowly, the torrent weakened.

My awareness returned piece by piece until I found myself observing my own memories. I saw myself entering the Sacred Ruins, wandering through abandoned districts, reaching the throne room, hearing the recorded message, and finally sitting upon the throne.

The perspective changed again.

I watched the entire Emerald Verdant Forest tremble violently as the land itself tore free from the earth. Mountains shattered. Rivers twisted through the air. The Hermit Sage Forest rose together with the island while countless beasts fled in panic.

Leafhome City happened to rest close enough to the boundary that it rose alongside the ascending landmass.

From above, the sight looked absurd.

An entire island floated toward the heavens while cultivators below screamed in terror. My eyes snapped open. Sunlight streamed through the ruined throne room. An entire night had passed. I slowly looked down at my hands and immediately froze.

They no longer resembled elven hands.

My fingers appeared slender and luminous, carrying an almost ethereal beauty. Pale green markings resembling branches stretched across my skin while particles of nature energy drifted around my body like fireflies.

I was in my Fairy King form.

Usually, achieving this transformation required activating Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental while channeling the Spirit of the World Tree.

This time, however, it had manifested naturally.

Even the throne had changed. The ancient stone seat transformed into an enormous throne crafted from living wood, ivory, and intertwining branches covered in silver leaves.

I slowly stood.

The transformation unraveled moments later as my Wild Shape dispersed, returning me to my normal elven form. Even then, I could feel the difference immediately. My qi reserves had expanded tremendously, and the flow of mana felt smoother than before, almost instinctive.

Unfortunately, I lacked time to admire the improvements.

“Wild Shape: Eagle.”

My body shifted instantly.

Feathers erupted across my skin while the world expanded beneath my sharpened senses. I burst from the ruined palace and soared high above the Sacred Ruins.

Finally, when I was far enough, I saw the island floating among the clouds.

An actual island hung in the sky!

Forests. Rivers. Mountains. Leafhome City. Everything.

And here I was hoping the whole thing had merely been some elaborate hallucination.

Wind rushed against my wings while I circled the floating landmass in disbelief. Smaller flying beasts darted through the air nearby, equally confused by the situation. Far below, tiny figures moved frantically through Leafhome.

Yeah.

People were definitely panicking.

I returned toward the throne room using Nature’s Stride. The technique responded far more fluidly than before. Instead of feeling like stepping through connected roots, it now resembled becoming part of the forest itself for a brief instant.

I reappeared beside the throne, released my Wild Shape, and sat down once more.

The moment I focused, the entire island entered my awareness.

Roots.

Trees.

Vines.

Grass.

Every living plant connected to me through phytokinesis. Spiritual sense expanded through the vegetation until I perceived nearly the entire forest at once.

Unfortunately, the cultivators noticed movement beneath the island and immediately started panicking again.

Probably understandable.

I tightened my grip around my staff and stabbed it against the ground.

Nature energy surged outward.

I poured more power into the forest and slowly guided the floating island downward. Massive roots extended from the underside of the landmass like enormous tendrils searching for the earth below.

The descent took time.

Entire forests swayed violently.

Eventually, the roots pierced the ground beneath and began integrating the island back into the world. Soil connected. Stone fused together. Nature itself slowly repaired the catastrophic damage caused by ripping an entire region from the planet.

The instant the land stabilized completely, I slumped slightly against the throne.

“That scared the shit out of me.”

…

..

.

[POV: Zhong Zhong]

Zhong Zhong was a busy man.

As captain of the guards of Leafhome City, his responsibilities rarely allowed him proper rest. Every day involved managing disputes between cultivators, coordinating patrol routes, receiving representatives from various sects, organizing city defenses, assigning personnel to guard the entrance of the secret realm, and ensuring merchants did not murder each other over taxes and spirit stone tariffs.

Unfortunately, recent events had made his workload significantly worse.

Namely, the part where the entire city had flown into the sky.

Even now, Zhong Zhong still struggled to believe it truly happened. The memory remained vivid inside his mind. The mountains trembled. The ground tore apart. Entire districts shook violently while terrified cultivators screamed prayers to every deity they knew.

The forest rose along with it.

The entire region literally ascended into the heavens.

For several horrifying moments, Zhong Zhong genuinely believed the world was ending.

The land had eventually returned safely to the ground, but nobody in Leafhome remained calm afterward. Panic spread throughout the city like wildfire. Rumors multiplied by the hour. Some claimed immortals had descended. Others believed an ancient beast awakened beneath the forest.

One drunk cultivator loudly insisted the moon itself had tried to kidnap Leafhome.

Honestly, Zhong Zhong no longer possessed the energy to argue.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose while reviewing another stack of reports inside the guard headquarters.

Every single report contradicted the previous one.

“Wonderful.”

A subordinate hurried into the room and bowed respectfully.

“Captain Zhong, the sect representatives continue demanding answers.”

“Tell them to wait,” Zhong Zhong replied immediately. “I do not have answers to give them.”

The subordinate hesitated.

“And regarding the forest?”

Zhong Zhong exhaled slowly before standing.

“Send a message immediately to Lady Li Qing,” he ordered firmly. “Also dispatch a runner to locate Sage Wo Li and inquire what exactly happened.”

The subordinate visibly relaxed after receiving direct orders.

“At once, Captain!”

The man quickly departed.

Zhong Zhong moved toward the window overlooking the city. Even now, people crowded the streets while discussing the incident anxiously. Several cultivators pointed nervously toward the distant forest as though expecting it to suddenly float upward again.

…

..

.

[POV: Mab]

Meanwhile, far deeper within the forest, Mab sat peacefully beneath the pavilion while moon-colored wisps drifted around her.

When she first sensed Wo Li’s arrival within the secret realm, certainty settled within her heart almost immediately.

He was the existence she had been waiting for.

Not merely a chosen individual.

Not merely a cultivator.

The Avatar of the Source.

Zhen Ai, however, appeared considerably less calm.

“What exactly is happening?” she asked anxiously. “The entire forest shook violently, the land rose into the heavens, and Sage Wo Li still has not returned. It has already been over a day since he entered the ruins.”

Mab calmly poured tea into a small cup.

“It has only been a day,” she replied gently. “There is no need to worry so greatly.”

Besides his mother, Tao Wolong nodded confidently.

“Everything’s fine,” the boy declared. “Godfather’s super strong.”

Zhen Ai looked unconvinced.

“That is precisely why I worry,” she muttered.

Jia Ping adjusted her glasses while staring toward the distant ruins with obvious impatience. The scholarly woman had spent nearly the entire day pacing around the pavilion like a trapped spirit.

Eventually, Zhen Ai stood.

“I shall check the ruins personally,” she declared.

She glanced toward Jia Ping.

“You are coming with me.”

Jia Ping immediately brightened.

“Yes!”

The three of them departed shortly afterward, heading toward the Sacred Ruins beyond the barrier. The distance was not particularly far, though Mab already knew they would not gain entrance.

Still, she found the situation amusing.

According to her divinations, Wo Li had not existed within this world for very long. Despite that, people already cared deeply for him. Concern lingered clearly within Zhen Ai’s expression while Tao Wolong spoke of him with admiration.

That meant he was likely a good person.

Mab preferred that outcome.

The world no longer needed the tyranny of gods.

Her role had never been to worship the Avatar of the Source blindly. Her purpose was far simpler and far more important.

Guide him.

Protect the balance of the world.

Ensure prosperity endured against the chaos beyond existence itself.

Slowly, the beasts of the forest began gathering around the pavilion. Massive wolves emerged from the trees alongside serpent chiefs large enough to coil around buildings. Great apes approached silently while spirit birds perched atop ancient branches nearby.

Representatives from every beast clan within the Emerald Verdant Forest had arrived.

For countless years, Mab remained restrained by the secret realm and its ancient agreements. She could not directly interfere with the outside cultivation world. When cultivators violated the old pacts and trespassed deeper into the forest than permitted, Mab originally intended to unleash the beasts upon them as punishment.

However, Wo Li’s appearance changed everything.

The Sacred Ruins recognized him, and the forest itself had submitted to his authority.

Mab felt the boundary between forests vanished.

The Emerald Verdant Forest merged together with the outer woodland under a singular will. Ancient roots connected beneath the earth while nature energy flowed freely between both forest.

Mab slowly rose before the gathered beast chiefs.

“The invasion shall not proceed,” she declared calmly. “Rescind all previous orders regarding the cultivators beyond the forest.”

The beasts stirred uneasily.

Mab continued.

“I hereby abdicate my position as master of this forest.”

Silence followed immediately afterward.

“The Emerald Verdant Forest is no more.”

The chiefs lowered themselves respectfully.

At that exact moment, Wo Li appeared beneath the pavilion together with his entourage.

Mab inclined her head gracefully.

“Sage Wo Li is now the true master of the forest.”

A muffled voice suddenly interrupted the solemn atmosphere.

“Master of what now?”

Everyone turned.

Roo remained sprawled beneath the pavilion floor, barely awake. One eye opened lazily while the kangaroo scratched his stomach.

“The forest?” Roo muttered sleepily. “Wo Li? Isn’t that old news now?”

He yawned loudly and rolled over onto his side.

“Don’t disturb me,” Roo grumbled. “I need my beauty nap.”

Several beast chiefs stared at him in complete disbelief while the kangaroo immediately resumed snoring.
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                To call it bizarre would have been an understatement. Acquiring the ruins of a magical flying city was already absurd enough to make most cultivators question reality. Somehow becoming acknowledged by an entirely different forest and crowned its master almost instantly was another matter entirely. Yet neither of those things managed to disturb my peace nearly as much as the dryad currently attempting to pamper me like an overprotected child.

We sat beneath a large pavilion. Sunlight filtered through the leaves overhead, scattering emerald patterns across the table between us. Every inch of the table had been occupied by fruits of every imaginable color. Crimson peaches steamed with spiritual mist, translucent pears glimmered like crystal, and grapes larger than my thumb rested neatly upon golden platters.

To my right sat Mab.

The dryad leaned closer with a smile soft enough to rot a man’s spine.

“Open your mouth,” she said sweetly while holding a grape before my lips. “Ah~”

“I can feed myself,” I replied politely.

“I know.”

“Then why are you feeding me?”

“Because I want to.”

Her answer came so naturally that I failed to formulate a response for several seconds. Mab merely smiled wider, her long green hair swaying gently as spiritual butterflies fluttered around her shoulders.

“You have worked very hard,” she continued. “A good child deserves rewards.”

“I am not a child.”

“You are to me.”

“That feels slightly insulting.”

“That means you are adorable.”

I rubbed my forehead.

Across from us, Zhen Ai was currently fighting for her life against Tao Wolong and several aggressively juicy fruits. The little brat had somehow crushed three peaches in both hands and smeared their juices across his cheeks like war paint.

“Tao Wolong!” Zhen Ai exclaimed. “Eat properly! You are spilling everywhere!”

“Sorry, Mother…” Tao Wolong muttered while trying to scoop fruit pulp back onto the plate with both hands.

“That is the tablecloth.”

“Oh.”

A moment later, he accidentally knocked over a bowl.

Zhen Ai closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose while visibly suppressing murderous intent.

Tao Wolong and I exchanged glances.

In that brief moment, understanding formed between us as naturally as breathing.

Off to the side, Jia Ping looked as though she had ascended into enlightenment.

“This is incredible!” she shouted while running between several small formation flags she stabbed into the earth. “Absolutely incredible! Do you understand what this means?!”

“No,” I answered honestly.

“I don’t either!” she cried excitedly. “That’s what makes it incredible!”

The poor lass had completely lost her mind.

Her robes fluttered wildly as she rushed from one flag to another, constantly adjusting her glasses while scribbling notes upon dozens of jade slips floating around her body. Every few moments, she would suddenly laugh to herself before muttering theories under her breath.

“Secret realms are pocket dimensions separated from the primary world structure,” Jia Ping rambled. “Their laws are independent yet connected through anchors and spatial folds. But this? This isn’t collapse! It isn’t destruction! The Emerald Verdant Forest actually reintegrated itself into another domain completely! The dimensional boundaries dissolved naturally! I’ve never seen anything like this before!”

She paused briefly before looking at me with bloodshot eyes filled with terrifying scholarly passion.

“Do you realize how valuable this data is?! If we can understand the process behind this phenomenon, we may uncover methods to create stable secret realms artificially or even unravel hostile ones without forceful destruction!”

“I feel like you haven’t blinked in several hours.”

“I haven’t!”

“That explains a lot.”

She laughed again before sprinting away to inspect another formation flag.

Secret realms were essentially independent pocket dimensions, or at least that was the simplest explanation. By “undoing,” Jia Ping referred to the Emerald Verdant Forest ceasing to exist as an isolated realm and merging itself completely into my Hermit Sage Forest. Rather than occupying separate dimensional spaces, the two forests had become one unified existence.

Frankly, I still did not understand how I managed to accomplish that.

I glanced toward Roo.

The kangaroo remained sprawled beneath a nearby tree, sleeping so peacefully that not even Jia Ping’s manic laughter disturbed him. One paw twitched occasionally while he snored.

I was starting to envy that kangaroo.

“Say ah,” Mab said gently.

I looked toward the grape before finally surrendering.

I opened my mouth and allowed her to feed me.

Honestly, where was the harm? Mab was almost certainly at the Immortal Realm. If possible, I preferred not antagonizing beings capable of flattening mountains with a sneeze. Being fed grapes hardly cost me anything aside from perhaps a portion of my dignity.

Mab’s eyes curved happily.

“Good boy.”

“There it is again.”

“What?”

“That thing you keep saying.”

She tilted her head innocently.

“I only speak truth.”

“Say ah,” she said again while offering another grape.

I accepted my fate.

Around the pavilion, the gathered animals watched us openly with sparkling eyes.

“So cute…”

“Our master looks so happy…”

“I have never seen Master smile this much before.”

A monkey sitting atop the pavilion railing suddenly scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“Should we still call her Master now?”

Several beasts froze.

“That is true…”

“The forest has a new master now…”

“Then what do we call the former master?”

The monkey gasped dramatically.

“A crisis!”

Immediately, dozens of animals began arguing amongst themselves.

“We can just call her Mab.”

“That sounds disrespectful!”

“Then Lady Mab?”

“Ooooh…”

“No, no, it needs more grandeur!”

“How about Her Majesty, Mab?”

Several animals collectively oohed and aahed in admiration.

“That sounds elegant…”

“Very noble…”

A squirrel puffed out its chest.

“What about the Master’s Wife?”

Silence descended instantly.

I nearly choked on the grape.

Several beasts tilted their heads thoughtfully.

“Hm…”

“That does sound important…”

“But lacks impact.”

“True. It needs more majesty.”

“Empress Mab?”

“Ohhhhh!”

I internally sighed in overwhelming relief.

I almost got married off right there.

Mab, meanwhile, appeared entirely too pleased by the discussion.

The pavilion itself had become crowded with animals from the former Emerald Verdant Forest. Deer rested peacefully beside wolves. Birds perched along the pavilion beams while monkeys hung upside down from branches overhead. None of them appeared hostile. If anything, they looked oddly excited whenever they glanced toward me.

Since they were technically my people now, I figured I should at least understand how they lived.

I cleared my throat lightly.

“So,” I began, looking around the pavilion, “what is life normally like here? Do all of you live together like this?”

A large brown bear raised one paw politely.

“We cultivate.”

“That part was expected.”

“We hunt sometimes,” a wolf added.

“We sing!” chirped a blue bird.

“We hold seasonal festivals!” shouted a horned rabbit excitedly.

The monkey from earlier nodded solemnly.

“We also gossip.”

“That explains quite a lot.”

“Our former— ah, Lady Mab cared for everyone,” said a deer softly. “No beast starved. No creature fought without reason. Even weaker animals could cultivate safely. Of course, they have to awaken the spark first, or you become food.”

“We protected the forest together,” another beast added proudly.

“And now,” the squirrel announced dramatically while pointing at me, “you are our new master!”

Every pair of eyes turned toward me simultaneously.

I suddenly felt an enormous amount of pressure.

Meanwhile, Mab gently placed another grape near my mouth.

“Ah~”

I stared at her for several long seconds before opening my mouth once more in defeat.

“Try this one,” said Mab gently, while pressing a sliced peach toward my lips. “It is sweet.”

“I’m beginning to think you simply enjoy this.”

“I do.”

“That was honest.”

“I am always honest with you.”

The dryad smiled serenely while I accepted another piece of fruit with the exhausted resignation of a man who understood resistance was futile.

Below the pavilion, the animals continued nervously on a new argument.

“How about the new master? What do we call him?”

“We cannot just call Master by name…”

“That feels improper…”

“But what if he dislikes formal titles?”

“He is the master of two forests!”

“His name must carry gravitas!”

“Exactly!”

I nearly snorted.

“Just call me Wo Li,” I said. “That’s more than enough.”

The beasts collectively recoiled as though I had uttered blasphemy.

“Impossible!”

“Absolutely not!”

“How can we address such a great existence so casually?”

A rabbit stood atop the table dramatically.

“The master’s name must shake the heavens!”

“That feels unnecessary,” I muttered.

Tao Wolong suddenly raised one sticky hand.

“Why not Sage Wo Li?” he suggested. “That’s what everybody outside the forest calls him anyway.”

The pavilion became silent. Several beasts blinked thoughtfully, and then the entire crowd erupted.

“Sage Wo Li…”

“That sounds dignified!”

“Wise yet approachable!”

“A perfect balance!”

“No, wait,” shouted the monkey from earlier. “We can improve it!”

He pointed toward me grandly.

“Sage of the Six Paths!”

A wolf immediately objected.

“That is too simple!”

“How about His Supreme Majesty, Overlord of Nature?!”

“King of Fae!”

“Master of the Endless Verdant Realm!”

“He Who Commands All Beasts!”

“Supreme Sage of Forests and Rivers!”

The titles continued escalating with horrifying speed.

Each new suggestion somehow became more bloated than the last. Several animals began combining previous titles together into monstrosities that sounded like something an emperor suffering from delusions would invent after drinking too much wine.

I held my forehead in pain.

Just call me Wo Li, damn it.

Realizing there was absolutely no stopping them, I decided compromise was my only path toward survival.

“How about Hermit Sage?” I suggested quickly before someone added ‘Conqueror of the Nine Heavens’ to the list. “That sounds perfectly fine.”

The beasts paused.

“Hermit Sage…”

“That is elegant…”

“It matches the forest…”

I immediately seized the opportunity before things spiraled again.

“Exactly,” I said. “The Hermit Sage Forest already exists, so Hermit Sage sounds natural.”

I then turned toward Mab.

“Speaking of which, was it really necessary to abandon the name Emerald Verdant Forest? Honestly, it sounded much cooler.”

Mab immediately wrapped both hands around my arm and leaned against me affectionately.

“That was merely a borrowed name,” she said softly. “This forest belongs to us now. I would rather you give our home a true name.”

Our home.

I pretended not to notice several animals swooning nearby.

Before I could respond, a familiar voice echoed from above.

“Congratulations on your wedding, Sage.”

I looked upward just in time to see Old Crow descend onto one of the pavilion beams. More crows circled high overhead like a dark storm cloud before several began landing nearby.

I stared at him blankly.

“Where did you hear that from?”

“News travels fast,” Old Crow answered calmly.

Instantly, the animals below exploded into outrage.

“The feather thieves!”

“They are the new beasts!”

“They kept trying to invade our territory!”

“They stole our spirit berries!”

“That was one time!” a crow cawed defensively.

“A thousand berries is not one time!”

More crows landed throughout the pavilion while cackling amongst themselves.

“Call us seniors properly!”

“We followed Sage first!”

“That makes us elder retainers!”

“You ground-walkers should show respect!”

The monkey nearly foamed at the mouth.

“You overgrown chickens!”

“At least we can fly!”

“AT LEAST WE BATHE!”

“WE ALSO BATHE!”

I sighed deeply.

“Old Crow,” I said tiredly, “could you please stop them?”

Old Crow closed his eyes in visible disappointment.

“Enough.”

The entire murder immediately became silent. Several crows awkwardly shuffled away while pretending they had done nothing wrong.

Old Crow then looked toward me again.

“My apologies, Sage. Word has been spreading rather rapidly about your marriage.”

I slowly turned toward Mab.

The dryad blinked innocently while still holding my arm.

Old Crow continued speaking.

“Apparently, some youngling claimed he witnessed the two of you embracing lovingly beneath a sacred tree while discussing your future together—”

The old crow suddenly paused, and then his feathers puffed outward violently.

“Hey!” he screeched while turning toward the other crows. “Who spread that misinformation?! Which idiot was it!? Speak up!”

Several younger crows immediately pointed at one another.

“It was him!”

“No, it was her!”

“You said they already had three children!”

“That was speculation!”

The entire pavilion descended into chaos again.

I decided preserving my sanity mattered more than correcting rumors at this point.

“Was there a reason you were looking for me?” I asked Old Crow.

The elderly bird settled down slightly.

“The cultivators from Leafhome are rather worried,” he explained. “Lifting an entire landmass into the sky tends to leave people somewhat rattled.”

Ah.

Right.

I may have accidentally created a floating island. That was probably important.

“Tell them to wait a little longer,” I said. “I want to finish things here first.”

Old Crow nodded.

“I shall inform them.”

I turned toward Mab.

“Would you mind helping introduce everyone to me properly? If they are part of the forest now, I would like to know more about them.”

Mab’s expression brightened instantly.

“Of course.”

She stood gracefully before the gathered beasts, her presence immediately silencing the area.

“Leaders of the three tribes,” she declared warmly, “step forward.”

Movement stirred among the crowd.

First came a familiar elderly monkey carrying a wooden staff taller than himself. His fur had gone silver with age, but his sharp eyes still gleamed with frightening intelligence.

Next approached an enormous water buffalo whose muscles looked sturdy enough to uproot ancient trees. Spiritual mist flowed quietly from his nostrils with every breath.

Then came the third representative.

I stared at the bird for several long seconds.

“…Is that an emu?”

The tall bird blinked proudly.

“That is correct,” the emu answered in an unusually feminine voice. “Supreme War Emu Commander Mumu reporting for duty.”

I suddenly understood absolutely nothing about this forest anymore. I tolerated the kangaroo long enough, but now I've got an emu on my hands. What’s next? A penguin? A giraffe? A dodo bird or something?

            

    
        071 Old Crow

    
    
    
    
                The three before me were genuine spirit beasts.

Not merely intelligent animals that stumbled upon enlightenment by chance, but true cultivators possessing Core Formation cultivation. Spiritual pressure flowed naturally around their bodies, subtle yet unmistakable. The elderly monkey radiated the calm stability of age and experience. The buffalo resembled a mountain resting beside a river, sturdy and unmoving. The emu…

The emu looked ready to start a war.

I took a slow breath before deciding to approach this properly.

“Well,” I began, “since we are apparently all living together now, I’d like to understand your communities better. Please introduce yourselves properly and tell me about your tribes.”

The three beasts listened attentively.

“I also want to know what your expectations of me are,” I continued. “And what your people can offer in return. If we are going to build something together, I’d rather everyone understand one another clearly.”

The elderly monkey stepped forward first while leaning lightly upon his staff.

“I am Elder Monke,” he declared proudly.

The surrounding monkeys immediately began clapping enthusiastically.

“Wise Elder Monke!”

“The oldest!”

“The wrinkliest!”

Elder Monke ignored them with the patience of someone long accustomed to nonsense.

“There are many beast clans within the forest,” he explained calmly. “All of them have attained the spark and gained sapience. Some are newly awakened while others possess lineages older than many human kingdoms.”

The old monkey puffed his chest slightly.

“As for myself, I am currently the oldest sapient creature within the forest.”

A squirrel gasped dramatically.

“He remembers things before things happened!”

“That is not how memory works,” Elder Monke replied flatly.

The monkey continued speaking while gesturing around the forest.

“With age comes wisdom. I can offer knowledge, guidance, and historical records regarding the forest and its inhabitants. My tribe also possesses many skilled foragers and gatherers. Due to our diversity, we maintain relations with a wide variety of species.”

He then tapped his staff against the floor lightly.

“In general, the forest is divided into three primary tribes according to habitat.”

Elder Monke raised one finger.

“The Earth Tribe. Primarily land-dwelling species.”

A second finger rose.

“The River Tribe. Aquatic and water-affiliated species.”

Then the third.

“And the Sky Tribe. Flying species.”

The emu immediately raised her head proudly.

“The coolest tribe.”

Old Crow scoffed from above.

“Debatable, coming from a flightless bird of all things.”

Mumu narrowed her eyes murderously.

Elder Monke sighed but continued.

“Of course, the divisions are not absolute. There exist smaller clans with semi-affiliations or dual affiliations depending upon habitat and temperament. Some creatures travel freely between territories. Others simply ignore the tribal distinctions entirely.”

Yeah, I could definitely see that already.

The water buffalo stepped forward next.

Unlike Elder Monke’s scholarly composure, the buffalo carried himself with a grounded sincerity that immediately felt reassuring.

“I am Buff,” he said deeply. “Representative of the River Tribe.”

I glanced at his hooves.

“…You are aware you are a buffalo, correct?”

“I am.”

“Yet you lead the River Tribe.”

Buff nodded solemnly.

“I love the river.”

His answer arrived with such straightforward honesty that I almost felt bad for questioning him.

“I have protected the rivers of the forest for as long as I can remember,” Buff continued. “Because I was the strongest spirit beast among the River Tribe, I was eventually made chieftain.”

The massive buffalo lowered his head slightly.

“I do not desire much change. I simply wish to continue protecting the waters and the creatures living within them.”

Buff was simple, earnest, and surprisingly respectable.

“Our tribe does not possess great power compared to the others,” Buff admitted honestly. “However, the rivers connect many places throughout the domain. The fish clans travel constantly through streams, lakes, and waterways.”

He suddenly looked much prouder.

“We hear many things.”

Several nearby fish poked their heads from floating water bubbles and nodded seriously.

“We are excellent at gossip.”

“The best.”

“We know which cultivators secretly cry at night.”

I decided not to ask.

Buff continued.

“Travelers often pass through the rivers. Information spreads quickly through water. The River Tribe can provide knowledge regarding movements throughout the domain.”

That was honestly extremely useful, though I thought if it was information, it would be more of a bird thing as the Murder of Crows had provided me lots of them.

The buffalo then gestured toward several frogs resting nearby.

“And our poison frogs possess valuable toxins.”

The frogs puffed out proudly.

“Very poisonous.”

“Extremely poisonous.”

“One time Bip melted a tree.”

“It was an accident.”

Buff nodded.

“According to my understanding of cultivator remedies, many toxins can be refined into medicines, antidotes, or weapons.”

I stared at the buffalo with mild surprise. For such a straightforward spirit beast, he was remarkably practical.

Next came the emu. The large bird strutted forward aggressively while making loud emu noises that somehow radiated confidence.

“BWOOOM.”

The pavilion fell silent.

Mumu puffed her feathers dramatically.

“I am Mumu!” she declared proudly. “Strongest bird in the entire Sky Tribe!”

Several birds immediately protested.

“The crows—”

“Silence!” Mumu shouted. “I refuse to acknowledge those feathered hoodlums!”

Old Crow looked deeply offended.

“We are respectable scavengers.”

“You steal shiny rocks!”

“They were abandoned!”

Mumu stomped one claw onto the pavilion floor.

“I became chieftain because I am the strongest!”

She flexed somehow.

I still did not understand how an emu flexed, but she managed it.

“My tribe is the most awesome tribe in the forest,” Mumu declared confidently. “Fastest flyers, strongest hunters, best-looking feathers—”

“You cannot even fly,” Old Crow interrupted.

Mumu froze as dangerous silence descended.

Slowly, the emu turned toward him.

“…What did you say?”

Old Crow realized his mistake approximately three seconds too late.

Mumu pointed at him dramatically.

“I challenge the crows!”

The pavilion erupted instantly.

“Fight!”

“Sky Tribe battle!”

“Peck him!”

Old Crow flapped his wings irritably.

“Your tribe cannot keep causing trouble for ours!”

“The crows keep bullying my fellow birds!”

“We are building character!”

“You stole our eggs!”

“They were decorative!”

I rubbed my temples in exhaustion. Things escalated way too quickly. I just wanted to know them better. That was all. Why were we suddenly approaching inter-tribal warfare?

Meanwhile, completely unaffected by the chaos, Mab gently brought another fruit toward my mouth.

“Ah~”

I stared at her helplessly.

Around us, beasts screamed challenges while crows cawed insults and Mumu prepared for what appeared to be ritualized avian combat. Mab simply smiled patiently, holding the fruit near my lips. I opened my mouth and accepted the fruit. At this point, being fed was the least strange part of my day. The argument between Mumu and Old Crow escalated so quickly that I eventually gave up trying to calm them down and instead prepared an arena for them to settle things properly.

If spirit beasts wanted ritual combat, then I might as well make it presentable.

Using phytokinesis, I commanded the surrounding forest to shift and reshape itself. Massive trees groaned as they moved aside while roots curled beneath the earth like living serpents. Vines twisted together into layered barriers surrounding the battlefield, and the ground flattened into a circular clearing large enough for aerial combat.

The beasts watched with sparkling eyes as nature bent itself to my will.

I also constructed wide bleachers from interwoven wood and roots so the gathered animals could sit comfortably. Large creatures received reinforced platforms while smaller beasts climbed into elevated branches specifically designed for them.

The monkeys immediately claimed the highest seats.

Above the arena, Zhen Ai performed a graceful Dragon Dance through the sky. Golden spiritual ribbons spiraled around her body while clouds gathered overhead in response to her movements. Every turn and twist radiated auspicious energy throughout the clearing.

“This blessing shall guide the battle away from needless death,” she declared while descending elegantly. “Fight proudly, but not foolishly.”

The gathered beasts roared in approval. By the time everything was complete, the clearing resembled some bizarre fusion between a gladiatorial arena and a sacred festival ground. And somehow, despite being the one who built everything, I found myself sitting in the audience instead. Mab sat comfortably beside me, still feeding me grapes.

At this point, I had accepted that this was simply my life now.

“Open.”

I sighed and accepted another grape.

Tao Wolong sat on my other side while staring curiously at the gathered beasts below.

“Why are there so many animals claiming wisdom?” he suddenly asked. “There’s Willow, Old Black, Old Crow, and Elder Monke. Why does everybody keep talking like they’re enlightened sages?”

I thought about it for several seconds.

“…Honestly, I don’t know.”

“That doesn’t feel reassuring.”

Before I could answer further, Jia Ping suddenly appeared beside Mab while carrying several jade slips and an enormous stack of notes.

“I do,” she announced while adjusting her glasses.

Mab looked slightly displeased that Jia Ping had interrupted grape-feeding time, though thankfully she restrained herself from glaring.

Jia Ping crossed one leg over the other thoughtfully.

“The concept of wisdom among spirit beasts differs greatly from human understanding,” she explained. “It varies depending on temperament, instinct, and the nature of their spark.”

Tao Wolong blinked curiously.

“What does that mean?”

“Well,” Jia Ping began, “Willow’s wisdom stems from curiosity. She desires understanding above all else, which naturally leads her toward knowledge. Old Black’s wisdom originates from cunning and cruelty. He understands fear, survival, and manipulation. Old Crow’s wisdom is social. Information networks, adaptability, communication, opportunism. He thrives through relationships. And Elder Monke’s wisdom clearly comes from experience.”

I nodded sagely, pretending to know this stuff in front of Tao Wolong.

Of course, the only thing I gained from Tao Wolong was his glare.

Jia Ping continued.

“Spirit beasts possess an advantage humans lack. Their hearts are naturally purer and more straightforward. The spark itself is essentially crystallized wisdom manifested from the soul. That is why spirit beasts are often portrayed as wise in folklore and sect records. Their understanding emerges naturally alongside spiritual awakening.”

Tao Wolong nodded slowly.

“And humans?”

Jia Ping snorted softly.

“For humans, wisdom is far more troublesome. A scholar may spend decades studying, debating, writing, and cultivating their understanding before society recognizes them as a sage. The pursuit of wisdom for humanity is practically an entire cultivation path by itself. Long years. Endless effort. Recognition from peers and the masses alike.”

I glanced toward Elder Monke, who was currently smacking monkeys with his staff for throwing peanuts at one another.

Then I looked back toward Jia Ping.

“…Interesting standards.”

She shrugged.

“Wisdom is subjective.”

Below, Elder Monke stepped into the center of the arena while leaning upon his wooden staff.

The clearing gradually quieted.

“As per ancient custom,” Elder Monke declared loudly, “Mumu of the Sky Tribe has challenged Old Crow for leadership! Usually, these things happen the other way around, but Mumu insisted, so a fight she shall have.”

The gathered beasts erupted into cheers.

“This duel shall determine who becomes chieftain of the Sky Tribe!”

Mumu strutted proudly into the arena while puffing her feathers dramatically.

“My cultivation alone will crush this feather thief effortlessly!”

Old Crow descended lazily from above and landed opposite her with complete indifference.

Tao Wolong leaned toward me.

“Who do you think is going to win?”

Before I could answer, Jia Ping spoke immediately.

“The crow is obviously going to lose.”

Old Crow glanced upward irritably.

“How rude.”

Jia Ping ignored him entirely.

“He barely has any cultivation whatsoever. Mumu’s spiritual pressure is significantly stronger.”

Then she suddenly narrowed her eyes at me suspiciously.

“…Why do you look unconvinced?”

Before I could answer, Zhen Ai spoke softly from nearby. “The strange thing is that Old Crow carries a presence similar to yours, Sage Wo Li. Do you have an explanation for that?”

Everyone looked at me.

I shrugged casually.

“No idea.”

It was a complete lie. My Druidic Insight was practically screaming at me that Old Crow was somehow stronger than Mumu, which honestly made absolutely no sense by xianxia standards. Old Crow was a crow. A weird crow, certainly, but still a crow.

Elder Monke raised his staff high.

“Begin!”

Roo immediately sprang upright from the bleachers.

“THIS IS BULLSHIT!” the kangaroo shouted. “WHY ISN’T IT ME FIGHTING!?”

Nobody acknowledged him.

Mumu exploded into motion.

The emu blurred across the battlefield with astonishing speed, claws tearing through the earth as she accelerated directly toward Old Crow. The sheer force behind her charge shattered stone beneath her feet.

Old Crow calmly took flight.

“Eldritch Blast!”

A beam of dark energy erupted from the crow.

I nearly fell out of my seat.

“…Did that crow just cast a warlock spell?”

The blast streaked toward Mumu, who twisted mid-charge violently before kicking off the ground and launching herself skyward with terrifying momentum.

“It’s over!” Mumu cried proudly.

However, Old Crow suddenly vanished.

“Nature’s Stride.”

The crow suddenly appeared far below her, showing off a Druid ability of all things. My eyes widened at the sight of Old Crow breaking my common sense.

Old Crow cackled smugly while circling through the air.

“With Sage Wo Li as my Patron, I am invincible!”

He actually said it with swagger.

I stared at him in disbelief. Since when did I become a patron to a warlock crow? How did that even happen? What series of catastrophic life decisions led me here?

“SUNLIGHT ORB!”

Golden spheres of blazing light suddenly manifested around Old Crow as he started spamming them relentlessly. It looked less like a duel and more like Mumu owed him years of unpaid rent. Explosions rained throughout the battlefield as blazing orbs descended from the sky one after another. Mumu barely managed to dodge through the barrage while screaming furious emu noises.

The spectators lost their minds.

“HE’S A SPELLCASTER!”

“THE CROW IS CHEATING!”

“THAT’S SO COOL!”

Old Crow spun dramatically through the air while aura farming harder than any creature I had ever seen.

“Witness true elegance!” he declared proudly while sunlight exploded behind him like a divine omen. “For I am the shadow beneath heaven’s brilliance!”
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                “Should we stop this now, before it got worse?” Jia Ping asked nervously as she stared at the arena with widening eyes.

I understood why she was worried.

The duel between Old Crow and Mumu had escalated far beyond what anybody expected. The two figures moved in blurs across the clearing, colliding so quickly that anyone of inferior cultivation would have struggled to follow them with their eyes and get used to their speed. Every clash gouged trenches into the earth while violent shockwaves tore through the arena. The vine barriers surrounding the battlefield were ripped apart repeatedly, shredded by claws, flames, and earth qi, forcing me to continuously replenish them through phytokinesis before debris could fly toward the audience.

The spirit beasts in the bleachers had long abandoned any semblance of civility.

“Peck her eyes out, Elder Crow!”

“That oversized chicken’s about to become dinner!”

“Shut your beaks, featherbrains!”

“You crows only talk big because there are dozens of you!”

The crows screeched curses from one side while several hawks, cranes, parrots, and even a furious woodpecker began cussing back at them. Wings flapped wildly as feathers flew everywhere. Some of the smaller spirit beasts were already trying to climb over the seats to fight each other. If I had not been using phytokinesis to separate them with wooden partitions and vines, the bleachers would have turned into a battlefield of their own.

“It should be fine,” Zhen Ai remarked calmly beside me, as if two monsters were not in the middle of demolishing parts of the forest.

The ground suddenly rended apart.

Mumu unleashed a devastating kick infused with dense earth qi, and the force behind it exploded through the arena like a miniature earthquake. A wall of fractured stone surged toward the spectators.

I immediately raised my hand.

“Verdant Barrier.”

Towering walls of thick wood erupted before us just as the shockwave arrived. The impact thundered through the clearing hard enough to shake the bleachers. Dust and pebbles rained from above.

When the tremors subsided, I dispelled the barrier.

Half the arena was gone.

The clearing now resembled a cratered wasteland filled with shattered earth and uprooted trees. Above the destruction, Old Crow hovered in the sky with his wings spread wide. Flames gathered around him in spiraling currents of blazing orange qi.

“Sunblaze Inferno!”

A gigantic sphere of fire descended from the heavens like a falling sun.

The audience erupted in cheers.

“BURN HER!”

“THAT’S WHAT I’M TALKING ABOUT!”

“Flatten that oversized bird!”

The flaming sphere crashed into the arena with catastrophic force, engulfing the clearing in a storm of fire. Yet at the final moment, Mumu escaped underground by phasing through the earth itself, avoiding the inferno entirely.

Unfortunately, the surrounding forest was not so fortunate.

The flames spread outward rapidly, devouring grass and plant life in every direction. I immediately used phytokinesis to smother the fire before the entire forest caught ablaze. Thick roots surged from beneath the soil while countless vines wrapped around the flames, choking them apart and burying the burning areas beneath damp earth.

“Both fighters are amazing,” Zhen Ai praised with sparkling eyes.

Tao Wolong stared at the battlefield with unconcealed longing. “One day… I’ll become as strong as them.”

“Say ah.”

Mab suddenly shoved a stalk of celery toward my mouth.

I winced.

“You don’t want this?” she asked innocently before picking up a grape instead. “I guess you prefer this, huh? Say ah.”

I sighed and opened my mouth while she happily fed me grapes like I was some injured woodland creature under rehabilitation.

Behind us, the spirit beasts continued arguing loudly over their bets.

“I wagered three spirit fruits on Elder Crow!”

“You idiot, Mumu hasn’t even used her full strength yet!”

“If I lose this bet, I’m eating dirt for a month!”

“You already eat dirt!”

Mumu suddenly burst from underground.

A massive earthen spire launched her upward at terrifying speed. Old Crow vanished instantly before her kick could connect, his figure disappearing in a flash of golden light. He reappeared several meters away and unleashed a radiant sphere from his claws.

“Sunlight Orb!”

The compressed projectile streaked toward Mumu like a miniature star.

Zhen Ai narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “That ability is almost like the short instant movement techniques used by Nascent Soul cultivators. If he can maintain that mobility, the fight tilts more toward Old Crow’s side.”

Jia Ping looked increasingly distressed.

“Sage,” she said, “do you know of the saying called the Rule of Ten?”

I shrugged. “Dunno.”

She inhaled slowly before explaining, “At the beginning of Body Tempering, a martial artist could easily deal with ten mortal men. An early Qi Condensation cultivator could easily defeat ten Body Tempering cultivators. Likewise, a Foundation Establishment cultivator could overwhelm ten Qi Condensation cultivators.”

Her gaze returned toward the battlefield.

“The exception begins at Core Formation and above. Those realms become difficult to quantify because of how destructive they are. If such cultivators fought without restraint, they could become natural disasters to mortals.”

Right as she finished speaking, the earth shook violently.

Mumu leaped high into the sky before crashing back down onto the arena. The impact split the ground apart as enormous slabs of earth levitated upward around her. Using the floating debris as cover, footholds, and projectiles, she accelerated unpredictably through the air. Stone fragments shot toward Old Crow from every direction while she zigzagged across the battlefield with explosive speed.

Old Crow dodged every single projectile.

Yet in the next instant, Mumu suddenly appeared directly behind his blind spot.

“You are dead, old man,” she declared coldly as one leg descended from above like a heavenly execution blade.

The strike connected.

Old Crow exploded into a storm of black feathers.

An illusion.

Even I was surprised.

Then a thunderous voice echoed across the entire forest.

“SUNBLAZE INFERNO!”

I looked upward.

An enormous sphere of fire, far larger than the previous one, descended rapidly from the heavens with enough heat to distort the air itself.

“Eh, we’ll be fine,” I remarked casually, raising my staff. “Verdant Barrier.”

A colossal wall of wood enveloped the spectators just as the sea of flames crashed into the clearing. Fire exploded outward in all directions, swallowing the entire battlefield beneath a blazing inferno while my barrier endured the heat with deep groaning creaks.

When the inferno finally subsided and the flames died down, smoke drifted across the ruined clearing in thick black waves. The arena no longer resembled an arena at all. Melted earth, burning craters, shattered stone, and uprooted trees filled the landscape. Even the air itself still shimmered from the lingering heat.

At the center of the devastation, Mumu lay sprawled on the ground motionlessly.

I used Nature’s Stride and crossed the distance instantly, emerging beside her in a swirl of leaves and green light. Kneeling beside the emu, I activated Druidic Insight.

Still alive.

Barely, but alive.

Honestly, she should have been roasted into spirit beast charcoal by that last attack. The only reason she survived was probably because of the providence Zhen Ai had cast over the area earlier. Luck and fate had likely bent themselves enough to keep this duel from becoming a funeral.

I placed a hand on Mumu’s neck.

“Lifepulse.”

Warm green light spread from my palm into her body. The damaged qi pathways stabilized while burns and internal injuries rapidly recovered beneath the healing spell. After several moments, Mumu groaned loudly and jerked awake.

“What in the blazing mountains happened?” she croaked. “Why does my entire body feel like roasted meat?”

“You lost,” I told her honestly.

Mumu stared at me blankly for a few seconds before her eyes widened in disbelief.

“That old fossil cheated!”

A familiar weight landed on my shoulder.

Old Crow folded his wings calmly as if he had not just dropped a miniature sun onto somebody moments ago.

“I have no interest in becoming the Sky Tribe’s chieftain,” Old Crow declared with dignity. “This old one possesses greater responsibilities as a retainer of Sage Wo Li.”

I was touched.

Mumu looked utterly offended.

“This doesn’t make sense!” she complained. “You were screaming about honor and tribe pride ten breaths ago!”

Old Crow slowly turned toward her with the air of a profound elder who had comprehended the mysteries of heaven itself.

“Little Mumu,” he said gently, “victory and defeat are fleeting things. One must not cling too tightly to worldly outcomes.”

“You literally exploded into fake feathers and blasted me to death!”

“The Dao is mysterious.”

Mumu looked like she wanted to peck him to death right there.

I stood and turned toward the bleachers where the spirit beasts were still excitedly screaming about the duel.

“Well,” I called out loudly, “the show’s over. I’m glad I got to know all of you, but the party’s over now, so please be on your way.”

The animals slowly began dispersing through the forest, though not without plenty of noise.

“That was incredible!”

“Sage Wo Li blocked that giant fireball like it was nothing!”

“I wanna watch another fight!”

“Old Crow’s final move was amazing!”

“Mumu almost won though!”

Several younger beasts stared at me with sparkling admiration while others excitedly reenacted portions of the battle for their companions. Quite a number of them loudly hoped the fights would become a regular event.

Apparently, the sapient spirit beasts had developed a frightening appetite for entertainment.

Before everyone could fully leave, I raised my voice once more.

“The chieftains of each tribe, remain behind for a moment.”

The rest of the beasts gradually departed afterward, disappearing into the forest in groups while still noisily discussing the battle.

Once the clearing quieted somewhat, I faced the gathered chieftains.

“First, thank you,” I said sincerely. “You all came here peacefully, and I appreciate that.”

The spirit beast leaders listened attentively.

“I don’t really want to tell any of you how to live your lives,” I continued. “You may continue your ways as before. I only ask for one thing. Maybe… try befriending the other sapient spirit beasts in the forest.”

I gestured toward Old Crow perched proudly on my shoulder.

“There are beasts here I’ve grown attached to. You don’t have to like one another, but I’d appreciate it if all of you could at least coexist.”

The various chieftains expressed their agreement.

“We shall respect Sage Wo Li’s wishes,” said the monkey chieftain.

“The river tribes shall comply,” added the water buffalo.

Mumu crossed her wings stubbornly. “Fine. But I still think the crows are annoying.”

“We think emus are uncivilized,” one of the crows muttered.

“I heard that!”

I quickly dismissed them before another war started.

Soon enough, the spirit beast chieftains departed and joined the others leaving the clearing.

Finally alone with my companions, I began restoring the area through phytokinesis. Vines spread across the devastated battlefield while broken earth shifted back into place. The ruined bleachers disassembled themselves into neat piles of lumber before returning into the soil as nutrients. Grass regrew rapidly while roots repaired the fractured terrain beneath us.

At the same time, I used phytokinesis to gather all the offerings and snacks scattered everywhere, particularly the absurd amount of fruits and vegetables Mab had been feeding me throughout the duel.

I looked toward the remaining spirit beasts nearby.

“Grab a fruit or two,” I told them. “Snack on them or something.”

The monkeys immediately erupted into cheers.

“FRUIT!”

Dozens of them lunged toward the pile eagerly.

“Don’t be greedy,” I warned.

The monkeys reluctantly slowed down while the other animals also took some fruits for themselves. Birds carried berries away while deer cautiously picked apples from the pile. Even several snakes dragged away fruits somehow despite not having hands.

As the beasts enjoyed themselves, I glanced toward Jia Ping.

“What exactly makes a spirit beast anyway?”

Jia Ping thought for a moment before answering carefully. “The definition varies between sects and scholarly traditions. Generally, spirit beasts are creatures that possess spirituality or cultivation, most often those that have reached Qi Condensation. Some are considered spirit beasts because they possess unique bloodlines.”

She adjusted her robes slightly before continuing.

“To more scholastic circles, the distinction lies in whether they possess a spark or not.”

“A spark? Yeah, I think I heard about something like that…”

“The seed of higher awareness,” Jia Ping explained. “The potential for sapience, cultivation, and spiritual understanding.”

I nodded slowly.

Honestly, it was intimidating.

Not the fighting. Not the cultivators. Not even the giant flaming death balls.

No, what intimidated me was suddenly becoming responsible for countless sapient lives belonging to entirely different species and tribes. Somehow, somewhere along the way, I had accidentally become an important figure in the forest.

I looked helplessly toward Mab.

“Can’t you just become the master of the forest instead?”

The dryad smiled softly.

“I shall help rule,” she said, “but the position rightfully belongs to you.”

“That sounds fake.”

“It was decided long ago,” Mab replied calmly. “Perhaps through destiny. Perhaps through prophecy. Perhaps through the will of the land itself. Regardless of the reason, this is a path you cannot run away from.”

That honestly terrified me more than the duel.

Perceiving the memories of the land and witnessing the ruins of that ancient magical city had shown me incredible wonders, but also horrible truths. Entire civilizations had vanished. Kingdoms had crumbled. Powerful beings had fallen into madness, war, and ruin.

Responsibility carried weight.

Real weight.

Old Crow suddenly bowed his head slightly atop my shoulder.

“My murder shall provide aid to Sage Wo Li.”

Zhen Ai smiled warmly beside him. “I have yet to repay the kindness and grace you showed me.”

Tao Wolong puffed out his chest proudly.

“Godfather!” he declared eagerly. “I’ll pull my weight too!”

I stared at the three of them silently for a moment while the sounds of the forest echoed around us.

…Yeah.

That somehow made the responsibility feel a little less terrifying.

Mab stepped forward quietly.

The dryad’s green hair swayed gently beneath the forest breeze while countless motes of light drifted around her like wandering fireflies. There was an unusual solemnity in her expression that immediately made me wary.

“It is time to make it official,” said Mab softly.

Before I could ask what she meant, she fell onto one knee before me.

My eyes widened.

“Mab?”

The entire forest became still, while her voice echoed clearly across the clearing.

“I declare thee the Avatar of the Source. The Origin Keeper. The Verdant Guardian. The Bearer of Misfortune. The Monster King.”

Every title she spoke seemed to carry strange weight behind it. The air trembled faintly while the surrounding vegetation glowed with emerald radiance.

“The Avatar of the Source, for thou art beloved by the primal forces of life itself. The Origin Keeper, for the memories of the ancient land answer thy call. The Verdant Guardian, for the forests bend willingly beneath thy protection. The Bearer of Misfortune, for calamity and destiny coil together within thy soul. The Monster King, for beasts and spirits alike gather beneath thy shadow.”

As Mab continued her litany, the sky itself shifted.

An enormous spectral silhouette manifested high above the forest.

The Spirit of the World Tree.

Its colossal form towered beyond comprehension, ancient branches spreading across the heavens like a second world suspended above reality itself. Golden light cascaded downward from its leaves while immense spiritual pressure blanketed the forest.

Beside me, Zhen Ai immediately fell onto one knee.

Tao Wolong followed after her without hesitation.

Jia Ping lowered herself as well, her face pale with disbelief.

Even Roo, who had apparently just woken up from his nap moments ago, blinked sleepily before dropping onto one knee with a confused grunt.

The spirit beasts throughout the forest bowed.

The wolves lowered their heads.

The birds folded their wings.

The monkeys crouched in reverence.

Even the forest itself bent.

Trees creaked softly as they bowed inward. Grass flattened across the earth in supplication. Flowers lowered their petals while vines curled respectfully around the roots of ancient trees.

The entire forest acknowledged me.

Mab slowly raised her gaze toward me.

“We do not know the future,” she revealed quietly. “The path ahead is filled with uncertainty, for the Age of Chaos is an era of change and transformation.”

The spectral World Tree above us pulsed with ancient light.

“Yet despite the turbulence to come, thou shalt stand tall amidst the storm. Thou shalt become a guiding hope for the orderly path. Thou shalt tame chaos itself and bring harmony between the three worlds.”

Mab extended one hand outward.

A blackened crown appeared floating above her palm.

The instant it manifested, my breathing nearly stopped.

The crown was beautiful.

And terrifying.

Dark silver branches intertwined together into jagged antler-like shapes while tiny star-like lights flickered endlessly within the hollow spaces between them. Countless possibilities seemed to swirl around it infinitely. Merely looking at the artifact made my mind feel dizzy.

I could feel unimaginable power radiating from it.

Mab rose slowly to her feet.

“This is the Hollow Star,” she declared reverently. “Bow thy head only this moment, so that I may crown thee.”

The forest held its breath.

“As my predecessor ordained unto me, I shall now perform the honors of crowning thee as the great steward who shall safeguard the world.”

Her golden eyes met mine.

“Wo Li. Do you accept?”

Infinite possibilities surged before my mind.

Power.

Authority.

Strength enough to change the world.

Enough power to protect everyone.

Enough power to oppose horrors beyond imagination.

My body instinctively began lowering itself.

However, I stopped myself.

Inside my mind, the Supreme Monster exploded into furious rage.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!” he roared.

His voice thundered across my consciousness like an apocalyptic storm.

“ACCEPT IT!”

The dark sun within my soul churned violently.

“You foolish idiot! Do you understand how much good you could accomplish with that power?!”

He raged endlessly.

“You call yourself compassionate? You claim to care about others? Then why are you turning away an opportunity to truly help them?!”

The Supreme Monster’s fury became increasingly savage.

“Damn idealist! You pretend to be righteous while refusing the very power that could save lives! Why?! Because of what?! WHAT?!”

I inhaled slowly, and answered aloud.

“I don’t think I’m ready.”

Silence filled the clearing.

The Supreme Monster froze briefly.

I looked at the crown floating above Mab’s palm.

“With that kind of power, I probably could do a lot of good,” I admitted quietly. “But to what end?”

I shook my head slowly.

“I’m not a saint.”

That was the truth.

I liked my current life.

I liked wandering through forests, talking to spirit beasts, helping people when I could, and discovering the world at my own pace. This second life of mine still held endless possibilities before me.

If I accepted that crown now?

All those possibilities would vanish.

I could feel it instinctively.

The moment I accepted the Hollow Star, my path would narrow into a singular destiny with no possibility of turning back.

The Supreme Monster glared at me with bitter disappointment from the back of my mind.

“…Pathetic,” he muttered.

Slowly, his presence receded into silence.

I took a deep breath and stood tall before Mab.

“I refuse.”

Contrary to the Supreme Monster’s disappointment, Mab smiled softly instead.

“That is fine too,” she said gently.

Still, there was sadness hidden in her eyes.

“May I ask why?” Mab questioned quietly. “A reserve of power, even if left unused, would not necessarily be harmful.”

“That’s true,” I admitted.

But the crown was not merely power.

It was destiny.

A role.

A path.

I looked toward the surrounding forest.

“This life gave me freedom,” I said slowly. “I want to preserve that freedom. I want to protect my agency. I want to cherish my ability to choose.”

If I accepted the crown, I could already imagine how destiny would tighten around me. The dark sun of misfortune within my soul would likely grow even heavier beneath the weight of that role.

I did not want my future decided for me.

Not yet.

Mab stared at me for several long moments, and she smiled warmly.

A snap echoed softly through the clearing.

The Hollow Star vanished instantly.

“I am proud of your choice,” Mab declared. “Your path belongs to you alone.”

Relief quietly washed through me.

“We cannot allow a mere artifact to dictate your fate,” she continued gently.

Then, to my utter alarm, Mab returned onto one knee before me once more.

The dryad lowered her head gracefully.

“Whether thou be crowned king or wandering fool,” she said softly, “my loyalty shall remain unchanged.”

My face immediately twitched.

“Mab—”

“I shall walk beside thee through flourishing spring and dying winter alike. I shall remain at thy side through fortune and calamity. Should the world condemn thee, I shall still know thy heart.”

Why did this sound like wedding vows?

“I shall lend thee my strength, my counsel, and my life if needed,” Mab continued serenely. “For where thou walkest, there too shall I follow.”

With all my might and resolve, I answered.

“I accept.”

            

    
        073 Consul of Willow Order

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Chen Lin]

The Earthly Heart Continent had long been regarded as the strangest among the six great continents. Ancient records claimed that the land itself had once been the corpse of a Supreme Being from the forgotten Age of Supremacy. The “Heart” in its name referred not to geography, but to the Supreme Heart, a transcendent existence said to have ruled over all humanity during an era so distant that even myths could no longer fully preserve it.

No direct proof remained of such claims. Time had buried most traces beneath ruined dynasties, shattered heavens, and countless wars. Yet scholars across the continent continued to believe the legends for one simple reason.

Humanity flourished there beyond reason.

Among all six continents, the Earthly Heart Continent possessed the largest concentration of human nations, clans, sects, and mortal kingdoms. In many domains, it was common to find several kingdoms competing for influence within the same territory, something nearly unheard of elsewhere. The continent overflowed with life. Cities expanded endlessly, villages appeared beside every river and mountain range, and conflicts over land became inevitable.

Overpopulation had become a chronic issue throughout history. Some scholars theorized that war itself was the continent’s natural method of maintaining balance. Others argued that humanity’s explosive growth was the lingering blessing of the Supreme Heart’s corpse nourishing the land beneath countless generations.

Regardless of the truth, humanity’s dominance shaped the continent unlike any other.

Humans were creatures of organization. They built laws, alliances, sects, and empires with terrifying efficiency. From that nature arose the strongest powers of the Earthly Heart Continent: the Ten Great Sects and the Four Sovereign Flags.

The Ten Great Sects stood at the peak of cultivation influence, overseeing countless affiliated clans and territories. Meanwhile, the Four Sovereign Flags referred to the four greatest imperial nations, each powerful enough to command entire domains beneath their banners.

Yet beyond those famous powers existed another organization, one that had nearly faded from the world’s attention.

The Willow Order.

Unlike the ambitious sects that competed for territory and prestige, the Willow Order had long abandoned the world stage. Its cultivators scattered themselves among hidden villages across remote regions, quietly protecting ancient relics and remnants from a forgotten Dark Age that few even remembered anymore.

For centuries, they remained isolated and reclusive.

Then the Dark Order appeared.

No one knew where the heretical organization truly came from. Their origins were shrouded in mystery, and even their doctrines seemed fragmented and insane. The only thing consistently repeated among survivors was their horrifying claim.

They declared themselves responsible for the disappearance of the Willow Order’s Soul Transformation and Immortal Realm cultivators.

At first, many dismissed the words as madness.

Then the massacres began.

The Dark Order launched coordinated invasions against the Willow villages hidden throughout the continent. Entire settlements vanished overnight. Protective formations that had endured for thousands of years were torn apart by strange black arts. Ancient guardians disappeared without leaving corpses behind.

The Willow Order had been forced out of hiding almost immediately.

Unfortunately, the awakening came too late.

Most of their villages fell during the first waves of attacks. The organization that had once hidden quietly across the continent was reduced to scattered remnants in only a few short years.

Only three villages survived.

Even among those survivors, two eventually abandoned their ancestral lands and returned to the Willow Order’s ancient nomadic traditions, wandering endlessly to avoid further detection.

Now, only a handful still gathered openly beneath the Order’s name.

A cold breeze swept through the ancestral grounds of the Willow Order’s founder.

Ancient willow trees stretched across the mountainside, their silver leaves swaying softly beneath the moonlight. Spiritual lanterns floated quietly among the branches, illuminating old stone paths worn down by countless generations.

Chen Lin stood silently before an ancient shrine.

Her short graying hair shifted gently with the wind as she waited patiently beneath the largest willow tree in the valley. Though age had begun to touch her appearance, her posture remained straight and firm. The spiritual pressure surrounding her body carried the unmistakable aura of a Nascent Soul cultivator.

Her gaze lingered on the weathered shrine ahead.

Memories surfaced once more.

She still remembered the night her village fell.

The Dark Order cultivators had descended without warning. Black flames devoured homes. Formation barriers shattered one after another. Even the sky itself had seemed to scream beneath the corruption flooding the battlefield.

Her husband had been the village chief then.

He had remained behind with the elders to hold the enemy back while the others escaped through the teleportation array hidden beneath the village grounds.

He never returned.

Afterward, the surviving elders appointed her as the new chief.

At first, she had believed grief would eventually dull with time.

It never did.

Footsteps echoed softly from behind her.

An old man slowly approached through the willow trees. One of his sleeves hung empty beside his body, yet the sharpness in his eyes remained as fierce as a seasoned warrior standing upon a battlefield.

Like her, he was a Nascent Soul cultivator.

Chen Lin glanced toward him before speaking casually.

“Your arm’s still hurting, Old Yao?”

The old man snorted.

“I’m not that old,” Yao Fu replied irritably. “Your hair turned white ages ago, so you should worry about yourself first.”

Chen Lin rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, sure. You’re more than four hundred years older than me, so no. You’ll always be an old man to me.”

Yao Fu clicked his tongue, though amusement briefly flickered across his face.

Like Chen Lin, the old man standing beneath the willow trees had once been the chief of a Hidden Village of Leaf.

Those villages no longer existed.

For generations, the Willow Order had withdrawn from the cultivation world and scattered its members across the Earthly Heart Continent. To avoid attracting attention, each settlement adopted the same unassuming identity: Hidden Village of Leaf. Outsiders often mistook them for ordinary secluded communities, never realizing they were fragments of an ancient order preserving dangerous relics and forgotten knowledge from the Dark Age.

Now most of those villages had been reduced to ash.

The survivors wandered like ghosts carrying the remains of a dead homeland.

Chen Lin’s fingers slowly tightened beneath her sleeves.

Revenge.

That was all she desired now.

The Dark Order had destroyed her home, murdered her husband, and scattered her people across the continent. Every time she closed her eyes, she could still hear the screams from that night and smell the burning spiritual wood of their ancestral halls.

“That brat is late,” Yao Fu complained suddenly.

Chen Lin immediately knew who he meant.

Li Qing.

After the catastrophic losses suffered by the Willow Order, Li Qing had been appointed as the new Archon. Among the surviving villages, hers had suffered the least damage. Her forces remained largely intact, her resources untouched, and her influence among the surviving members far exceeded everyone else’s.

In truth, the decision had been inevitable.

That did not mean Chen Lin had to like it.

Her expression darkened slightly.

“Is she looking down on us?” Chen Lin asked coldly. “Is that why she’s taking so long?”

Yao Fu sighed softly, already sensing where the conversation was heading.

“I told you before,” Chen Lin continued, unable to suppress the bitterness in her voice, “you shouldn’t have made her the Archon. With your seniority, you could’ve—”

“Enough,” Yao Fu interrupted sharply.

The old man’s gaze hardened.

“Still hot-headed despite reaching such an age,” he muttered. “What do you expect me to do? Incite a power struggle when our order is already on the verge of collapse?”

Chen Lin remained silent.

“We cannot afford infighting,” Yao Fu continued. “Making Li Qing our leader was the logical choice. Less than a dozen cultivators survived from my village. Yours has fewer than fifty remaining.”

His voice grew quieter.

“As for Li Qing’s village… hundreds survived. Not a single casualty.”

Chen Lin’s jaw clenched.

Yao Fu exhaled slowly before speaking again.

“I misspoke earlier when I mocked her in your presence. Li Qing is the Archon of the Willow Order now. We must speak of her with respect.”

Chen Lin let out a sarcastic laugh.

“Really? Misspoke?”

She tilted her head slightly.

“Care to remind me who requested this meeting in the first place? Wasn’t it you?”

Yao Fu frowned but said nothing.

“And besides,” Chen Lin continued coldly, “those aren’t even her achievements. She sold us off.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously.

“An immortal suddenly extending a helping hand out of kindness? Have you truly lived so long that you believe such nonsense? I’ve never heard lies more blatant than that.”

“There’s nothing blatant about it because everything I said was true.”

A calm voice descended from above.

Chen Lin looked upward immediately.

An old woman wearing pale green robes slowly descended from the night sky, spiritual energy rippling softly around her figure. Her hair was silver-white, neatly tied behind her back, and though age lined her face, her eyes remained clear and terrifyingly calm.

Li Qing had arrived.

Chen Lin scoffed openly.

“Do you take me for a fool, Qing?”

Li Qing landed gently upon the stone pathway before answering without hesitation.

“Yes,” she replied simply. “You are a fool.”

Chen Lin’s brows twitched.

Li Qing continued calmly, utterly unaffected by the hostility directed at her.

“Because if I intended to lie about something, I would do so thoroughly enough that you would never question it.”

Then she turned toward Yao Fu.

“Elder Yao, please explain to my junior sister that we are supposed to be allies. If I didn’t know any better, I would think she planned to kill me where I stand.”

Chen Lin grinned coldly.

“Junior sister? We are no longer apprentices learning beneath the same elders, Li Qing.”

Her gaze swept across the older woman’s robes.

“Perhaps your position as Archon has gone to your head.”

Then she looked toward Yao Fu again.

“What do you think, Elder Yao? Should we relieve this senile woman of her position?”

The air exploded.

A terrifying spiritual pressure burst forth from Yao Fu’s body, crushing the surrounding atmosphere like an invisible mountain descending upon the valley. The willow trees trembled violently. Stone pathways cracked. Even the surrounding laws of heaven and earth distorted faintly around his presence.

Chen Lin’s pupils contracted.

That pressure…

It was no longer the aura of a Nascent Soul cultivator.

It was Soul Transformation.

The old man’s remaining arm trembled slightly as overwhelming spiritual power surged around him. For the first time in years, the exhausted elder revealed the cultivation he had hidden beneath layers of weakness and injury.

“You two,” Yao Fu said heavily, his voice carrying across the entire ancestral ground, “are no longer children competing for the attention of your elders.”

The pressure intensified further.

“No more of this.”

His sharp gaze swept between them.

“Do you understand?”

Chen Lin stared at the old man in stunned silence.

The terrifying spiritual pressure filling the ancestral grounds gradually settled back into calmness, yet the lingering distortion in the air remained enough to prove what she had just witnessed was real.

Soul Transformation.

An entire major realm separated Nascent Soul from Soul Transformation. It was not something one casually crossed through isolated cultivation.

Especially not Yao Fu.

The old man had been heavily injured for centuries. Everyone in the Willow Order knew his foundations were damaged beyond repair after protecting one of the hidden villages during the Dark Order assaults. Under normal circumstances, his cultivation should have slowly declined until death eventually claimed him.

Yet now he stood before them carrying the aura of a Soul Transformation cultivator.

Chen Lin slowly narrowed her eyes as understanding dawned upon her. Her voice became much quieter. “Congratulations on your breakthrough, Elder Yao.”

Yao Fu laughed softly. “There is nothing worth celebrating.”

The old man’s eyes no longer carried the sharp confidence of a cultivator who had achieved a higher realm. Instead, they were filled with exhaustion, sadness, and a resolve so heavy that Chen Lin suddenly felt her chest tighten.

“Please…” uttered Li Qing softly in disbelief. “You didn’t…”

Yao Fu closed his eyes briefly.

“I had to.”

Chen Lin froze as the truth struck her all at once, unable to look away from the reality staring back at her.

“You raised your cultivation through heretical means.”

Yao Fu did not deny it.

Instead, the old man merely sighed.

“Take comfort in knowing I did not do it for the easy pursuit of power,” he said calmly. “This is a sacrifice I must bear to buy us precious time.”

Chen Lin felt anger surge through her chest almost instantly.

“But you still should have consulted us first!”

Yao Fu shook his head slowly.

“It had to be done. I only lost a few decades at most—”

“Decades you didn’t even have left!” Chen Lin shouted. Her voice echoed through the valley. The fury in her eyes was mixed with something far uglier. It was fear. She had already lost too many people. Now even this stubborn old fool intended to throw his life away.

Li Qing lowered her gaze slightly. “I understand, Elder.”

“You understand?” Chen Lin exploded furiously. “You understand nothing!”

“She knows nothing about this,” said Yao Fu.

Li Qing suddenly looked toward him. “It’s the Sea Dragon Palace, isn’t it?”

Yao Fu nodded grimly as his voice grew heavier. “Not only them. The Heavenly Domain Sect has also been seen moving around our surrounding seas recently.”

Chen Lin’s expression darkened immediately.

Both were monstrous powers.

The Sea Dragon Palace dominated vast regions of the eastern waters and possessed numerous Soul Transformation cultivators among their ranks. Meanwhile, the Heavenly Domain Sect stood among the most powerful sects in the entire world, a terrifying behemoth that had survived countless eras.

Neither should have had any interest in the broken remnants of the Willow Order or this continent.

Unless?

“The Dark Order is preparing another assault,” Chen Lin muttered coldly.

Yao Fu nodded.

“They know we are on our last legs. If the Sea Dragon Palace or Heavenly Domain Sect learn the true extent of our weakness, they will not hesitate to intervene.”

Chen Lin clenched her fists tightly.

“They would dare invade the continent itself?”

“They would dare anything if enough benefits exist,” Yao Fu replied calmly. “Especially if ancient relics from the Dark Age are involved.”

Chen Lin gritted her teeth.

“Then negotiate with them!”

“With what leverage?” Li Qing immediately shot back. Her usually calm voice finally carried irritation. “The greatest leverage we possess is standing right before you. Elder Yao already placed his life into our hands by forcefully reaching Soul Transformation.”

Chen Lin turned toward her sharply.

“Then send that immortal you’re so eager to place above our organization!”

Li Qing’s expression hardened immediately.

“You know I cannot do that.”

“Cannot?” Chen Lin laughed coldly. “Or unwilling?”

“Enough.”

Yao Fu’s voice was not loud, but both women fell silent.

The old man looked older than ever.

“Please,” he said quietly. “Stop arguing amongst yourselves.”

A faint smile appeared on his face.

“I have no intention of negotiating with them. They will see any desire for dialogue as weakness. It would only encourage them to escalate further. I intend to fight. The decision is final. This is likely the last time the two of you will see me.”

The mountain winds grew colder.

Chen Lin suddenly found herself unable to speak. Only now did she fully understand why Yao Fu had gathered them here in the ancestral grounds of there founder. This was never a strategy meeting. Instead, it was a farewell.

Yao Fu slowly turned his gaze toward the distant mountains surrounding the ancestral grounds.

“The traditions of the Ten Great Sects preserved the cultivation world for countless generations,” he said. “But they also made it stagnant.”

His voice carried neither anger nor admiration.

Only tired acceptance.

“The Four Sovereign Flags continue competing for dominance. Eventually, they will gather enough strength to challenge the sects directly. Internal turmoil. External enemies. That is the current state of the Earthly Heart Continent.”

Then his gaze shifted toward Li Qing.

“You are doing good work, Li Qing.”

The old woman visibly stiffened.

“Securing influence within the Ten Great Sects will allow the Willow Order to intervene when necessary. Your decision to send Lady Jia to our immortal benefactor was also wise. Like Chen Lin, I remain apprehensive toward this mysterious immortal. However, I understand your reasoning. Lady Jia is the last of the chroniclers. If our order truly perishes one day, then only through her records will the world remember our contributions.”

Li Qing lowered her head silently, guilt painfully clearl across her face.

Yao Fu then turned toward Chen Lin.

His gaze carried warmth, expectation, and an almost painful degree of trust.

“I have always admired your cynicism,” he said quietly. “You possess the willingness to question others when everyone else remains silent. In truth, you have always been the voice of reason amongst us.”

Chen Lin’s expression slowly changed.

“Continue supporting your senior sister,” Yao Fu said. “She will need you. The Willow Order has always operated beneath a single absolute authority. It is time to change that. From this day onward, I declare you the Consul of the Willow Order.”
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                The five pills promised to me finally arrived together with the signboard commissioned from the craftsmen of the Willow Order. The delivery itself had been absurdly extravagant. Several disciples carried the signboard as though they were escorting a sacred relic while another elder personally handed me the lacquered box containing the pills.

The pills were incredible enough on their own.

Even without consuming them, I could already feel the concentrated spiritual energy leaking from the jade container. One pill smelled faintly of cedar and rainwater while another radiated enough heat to warm my fingers through the box. My curiosity practically clawed at my brain. I wanted to lock myself inside a tree immediately and spend the next several days studying them.

Unfortunately, the signboard existed.

And it was impossible to ignore.

A massive archway now stood at the entrance of my sect grounds, built from polished dark timber that curved overhead like intertwined branches. Beneath it stretched the dirt path I had shaped earlier through phytokinesis. Roots stabilized the earth beneath the road while flowering shrubs lined both sides in neat waves of color. Small stone fountains rested every few dozen meters, each one designed for the forest’s birds. Sparrows and spirit finches already hopped around the shallow basins as though they had owned the place for years.

The entire entrance looked dangerously beautiful, which only made the signboard worse.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Jia Ping said proudly beside me. “That wood came from a Three-Hundred-Year Emberheart Cedar. The grain alone is considered a treasure among artisans. Ordinary sects would bankrupt themselves for a fragment that size.”

She brushed her fingers across the edge reverently before continuing, “And the characters were personally carved by a master calligrapher from the Willow Order. He used fiery qi to etch every stroke. Look carefully and you can still see traces of heat lingering within the wood.”

I squinted.

There really was a faint reddish glow hidden inside the carved lines.

Jia Ping clearly grew more excited the longer she talked.

“The signboard itself was also blessed with providence techniques,” she continued. “Passing beneath it calms the mind and nourishes the body. Mortals who stay beneath the archway regularly would become healthier over time. Evil spirits and demonic cultivators would also feel uncomfortable approaching the entrance.”

She folded her arms with satisfaction.

“Of course, this is merely the entrance. If you wished, the craftsmen of the Willow Order would eagerly prepare defensive wards throughout the pathway and even around the forest itself.”

I slowly nodded while staring at the signboard.

The craftsmanship truly was incredible, which only made the problem infinitely more distracting.

I turned toward Jia Ping.

“Can you read the sign for me?”

She blinked once before looking toward the signboard. Then she glanced back at me with complete confidence.

“Touch Grass Sect.”

Silence filled the air.

I stared at the signboard again.

Then at Jia Ping.

Then back at the signboard.

I genuinely thought my language lessons with Zhen Ai had somehow failed catastrophically, but no. I was indeed reading the words ‘Touch Grass Sect’ carved proudly across the entrance of my organization.

Jia Ping frowned slightly. “Is there a problem?”

“There’s none,” I answered immediately.

I was just emotionally conflicted.

Because in hindsight, it kind of sounded cool in this world.

Ancient cultivation sects loved strange poetic names. Compared to things like Heavenly Sword Pavilion or Nine Yin Soul Hall, Touch Grass Sect almost sounded philosophical.

Almost.

“You know what?” I declared finally. “I’ve decided. I like this.”

Jia Ping visibly winced.

“Excuse me?” she asked carefully. “You mean you did not like it before? Was it the grain of the wood? Or perhaps the enchantments?”

“There’s no need to overthink it, Jia. I like it! That’s all!”

She narrowed her eyes at me suspiciously.

“Why? What exactly do you like about it?”

Why was she interrogating me like this?

“It has character!” I proclaimed flamboyantly. “The act of touching grass itself is a profound activity that people ought to do more often.”

The more I thought about it, the more the name started growing on me.

Maybe irony really was powerful enough to transcend worlds.

I looked at her honestly.

“Objectively speaking, Touch Grass Sect sounds cool, right?”

She stared blankly at me.

“What exactly do you mean by cool?”

Right.

Translation issue.

The Voice of the World ability apparently struggled with slang.

I rubbed my chin before explaining, “Cool means admirable. Stylish. Impressive. Something people would think positively about.”

Jia Ping considered my explanation seriously for several seconds.

Then she delivered judgment.

“Touch Grass sounds lame,” she declared. “It has the feeling of something old people would say.”

Ouch.

“But you are old too, right?”

Both Jia Ping and I looked upward simultaneously.

Tao Wolong sat casually atop one of the nearby tree branches while chewing roasted sunflower seeds. The boy dangled one leg lazily while tossing shells onto the ground below.

“I mean, you are a cultivator,” he continued thoughtfully. “By human standards, you are a hag now, aren’t you? Hm. Where’s your beard? Like that Guo Yupin guy who visits sometimes? Is there something wrong with you?”

Jia Ping’s expression darkened immediately.

“What are you doing there?” she demanded sharply. “Let me guess. Running away from your mother again because you do not want to study?”

Tao Wolong clicked his tongue dramatically.

“Learning is temporary,” he declared. “But freedom is eternal.”

“That sounds exactly like something an illiterate future criminal would say.”

“I can read!”

“You failed to identify three medicinal herbs yesterday.”

“They all looked green!”

I quietly stepped away from the argument while the two continued glaring at each other.

Low-key, I genuinely felt the name Touch Grass Sect was awesome by xianxia standards.

Seriously.

If another Earthling somehow wandered into this world and saw the signboard hanging proudly above a majestic sect entrance, they would absolutely lose their mind laughing. Meanwhile, native cultivators would probably think the name carried some profound philosophy regarding harmony with nature and spiritual enlightenment.

Honestly, that somehow made it even better.

Li Qing certainly thought it sounded dignified enough. She had looked incredibly proud while processing the paperwork for the sect registration. I still remembered her calmly explaining to how the name embodied “the grounding serenity between man and earth.” Or something.

Beside me, Jia Ping finally snapped at Tao Wolong.

“That’s it!” she barked. “I am telling your mother everything!”

The boy instantly paled.

Jia Ping vanished.

A ripple distorted the air before she appeared nearly fifty meters ahead on the dirt path, her Nascent Soul cultivation allowing her to cross the distance instantly. She turned around mischievously and waved at the horrified Tao Wolong.

“Hey,” she teased sweetly, “if you do not hurry now, I might reach your mother before you do. Imagine the embellishments I can add while telling her your behavior today. Perhaps I shall mention how you disrespected your godfather again.”

“No, you don’t—!”

Tao Wolong launched himself from the tree branch immediately.

A burst of water-attribute qi exploded beneath his feet as he spun into a roundhouse kick midair, using the recoil to accelerate like a cannonball across the pathway. The movement actually looked impressive for someone his age.

Unfortunately for him, Jia Ping was a Nascent Soul cultivator.

She danced around him effortlessly.

One moment the boy was charging heroically, and the next he was somehow flipped onto his back while Jia Ping stole the pouch hanging from his waist.

She leaped backward laughing victoriously while holding the sunflower seeds overhead.

“Ho ho ho! You have delicious snacks here!” she declared. “Come now, Wolong! Hurry before I finish all of them!”

“You old hag!” Tao Wolong cried indignantly as he scrambled back onto his feet. “Come back here! Those are mine! Mother gave them to me!”

The two disappeared farther down the pathway while continuing their ridiculous chase.

I stared after them for a moment before hearing crunching nearby.

Roo suddenly stood beside me.

The giant kangaroo casually chewed roasted sunflower seeds from another pouch while admiring the signboard overhead.

“So,” he said thoughtfully, “we’re the Touch Grass Sect now, huh?”

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously.

“Please tell me you did not extort those snacks from Wolong.”

“Pffft…” Roo waved dismissively. “I definitely could, but these were rewards for good behavior. Teacher Ai gave them to me.”

I felt unexpectedly jealous.

Mostly because I had been contemplating extorting those snacks myself from Roo.

Zhen Ai had recently developed an interest in cooking, and somehow everything she made tasted amazing. Apparently cultivators who mastered precision in qi manipulation also became terrifyingly competent chefs.

“Ah, my lord, this is where you are.”

Mab appeared beside me so suddenly that I almost jumped.

One instant she was absent, and the next she had attached herself to my arm like an affectionate cat. It was only recently that she started calling me my lord, and I still had no idea how to process that development.

“I thought I lost you,” she said while leaning against me comfortably.

Before I could respond, a powerful voice thundered from above.

“I am Feng Ba of the Iron Blade Hall!”

A man in dark robes descended dramatically from the sky before the sect entrance. Spiritual pressure rolled outward from his Core Formation cultivation while his sword hummed ominously at his waist.

He pointed toward the signboard accusingly.

“I challenge the Touch Grass Sect for ownership of this signboard!”

I blinked.

What?

I genuinely had no idea what this guy’s problem was.

Wasn’t stealing signboards more of a martial arts sect thing? Why was this happening to me?

The cultivator glared fiercely at us, clearly expecting tension and outrage.

Instead, Roo turned toward me thoughtfully.

“So,” he began, “I’ve been reading human books recently and hanging around the city. Apparently humans have this thing called salary.”

Oh no.

“I’m thinking you might need a guard,” Roo continued seriously. “So how much are we talking?”

Perhaps Zhen Ai’s education had gone too far.

“Amusing,” Mab remarked lazily while still clinging to my arm. “But guard dogs are usually content after being fed.”

Roo immediately struck a pose, showing off his muscles.

The kangaroo flexed dramatically while directing sparkling eyes toward me.

“But look at these muscles.”

The Core Formation cultivator’s face twitched violently.

“Are you people listening to me?!” he shouted furiously while drawing his sword. “I said I challenge your sect!”

Honestly, this was probably a good opportunity for Roo to gain combat experience against cultivators. And I was not exactly against paying him either.

“Are spirit stones acceptable?” I asked carefully.

Roo’s ears perked up instantly.

“I’m hired!”

“No, Roo,” I said quickly, “you cannot hire yourself like that. There’s supposed to be a process—”

“No need to complicate things for yourself, Sage Wo Li!” Roo interrupted grandly. “I know my awesome worth!”

He pointed dramatically toward himself.

“But I must warn you,” he continued solemnly, “my services are expensive.”

I suddenly had a terrible feeling.

“One big spirit stone!”

I pressed one hand against my face while trying to maintain composure.

“Surely,” I murmured carefully, “you do not mean per month, right? Maybe you are charging hourly here?”

Roo either did not hear me or deliberately ignored me.

The giant kangaroo threw his head back and laughed triumphantly.

“HA HA HA HA~!” he roared. “YES! YOU HEARD CORRECTLY! ONE BIG SPIRIT STONE!”

He flexed again proudly.

“THAT IS HOW EXPENSIVE I AM!”

Then he declared his final terms with overwhelming confidence.

“ONE BIG SPIRIT STONE A YEAR! THAT IS MY PRICE, SAGE!”

“…”

For a moment, I genuinely could not tell whether Roo was the greatest employee imaginable or the worst businessman in existence.

            

    
        075 Druid Circles

    
    
    
    
                I floated in the vacuum of space with the world hanging beneath me like a painted marble suspended in endless darkness. Clouds drifted over the continents in slow motion, illuminated by the distant sunlight. The sight should’ve been calming. Instead, I felt wary.

I couldn’t be too sure about any of this.

It was better safe than sorry.

Inside my hands was the pouch filled with high-quality pills given to me by the Willow Order. Even through the fabric, I could feel the dense spiritual energy radiating from them. These weren’t ordinary treasures. Any cultivator in the world below would probably massacre entire clans just to obtain one.

Floating across from me was Mab. Her verdant hair drifted around her in the void like luscious leaves, entirely unaffected by the lack of gravity. Through sound transmission, she remarked, “There’s no need to react so strongly about you gaining new powers, my lord.”

I shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know about that.”

Knowing my luck, the universe usually interpreted confidence as an invitation to ruin my day.

I popped a water attribute pill into my mouth.

The moment it dissolved, an icy coolness spread through my body. Spiritual energy surged into my body in violent waves before settling into something gentler, deeper, and heavier. I had already unlocked the Circle of Aqua before this, yet now I felt something within me bloom further.

Using Druidic Insight, I perceived the Circle of Aqua expanding.

Previously, it resembled a pond hidden within darkness.

Now, it was more like a small lake.

The water-aligned energy inside me thickened considerably. Several water spells immediately felt more responsive, more alive, as though they had gained substance and weight.

Slowly, the world below darkened.

My expression froze.

Dark clouds gathered beneath me at terrifying speed.

“Wait a second. Please don’t tell me—”

Without hesitation, I activated Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.

My body transformed into an elemental form composed of primal natural energy just as Heavenly Tribulation churned below me. Vast spirals of black clouds twisted across the atmosphere of the world like a divine storm preparing judgment.

It was weird how lightning could strike me from below, but apparently they could.

A sudden thought occurred to me.

“Weather Control.”

I raised my staff and the storm clouds dispersed instantly under my authority. For one glorious second, I thought I had outsmarted Heaven itself.

Then the clouds returned.

Not only did they reform, they became even worse.

The darkness deepened into something almost unnatural. Crimson lightning flashed within the clouds, illuminating layers upon layers of violent tribulation energy.

“That looks scary.”

The Heavenly Tribulation answered immediately.

Lightning exploded upward and struck me head-on.

Pain erupted through my entire body.

Even with the Primal Nature Elemental’s absurd innate ability, the strike still launched me backward through outer space like a broken meteor. Thunder roared through my ears while my vision spun violently. I tumbled endlessly into darkness, unable to stabilize myself.

For a brief moment, I might’ve actually blacked out from the impact.

The phrase ‘fuck around and find out’ strongly applied to this situation.

Eventually, I stopped spinning.

I floated there silently for several seconds before sighing and canceling my Wild Shape. My body returned to normal while residual electricity crackled over my skin.

Mab immediately flew closer. “Are you okay, my lord?”

“I’m perfectly fine.”

Technically, that wasn’t a lie. I was alive. That counted. To test the changes, I raised my staff and focused on the newly strengthened Circle of Aqua.

“Water Ball.”

Mana flowed smoothly through me.

An enormous sphere of water materialized before my staff, vastly larger than anything I had previously created. The mass alone resembled a miniature lake suspended in outer space. Ripples moved across its surface while faint spiritual light shimmered within it.

“Cool.”

Mab smiled softly. “As expected of my lord. Your mastery grows at an astonishing pace.”

I nodded absentmindedly before grabbing another pill from the pouch.

This time, I swallowed a fire attribute pill. Heat surged through my body almost instantly. The Circle of Sun brightened within my perception while another circle emerged beside it, unfolding like burning flower petals. Circle of Flame unlocked.

I instinctively glanced downward, half-expecting another apocalyptic tribulation storm.

Nothing happened.

I felt strangely conflicted about the temperament of the Heavenly Tribulation. I honestly thought it would’ve been more consistent than that. Apparently, Heaven had preferences. Or maybe it just particularly hated water.

I raised my staff once more.

“Fireball.”

A blazing sphere erupted forward from the tip of my staff. Watching it carefully, I noticed the fundamental difference immediately as I recalled a series of flavor text and history from the game. A wizard’s fireball relied upon arcane principles. Their spells imposed themselves upon reality regardless of natural law. My druidic magic functioned differently. It remained connected to nature itself.

The fireball flew forward brilliantly before gradually collapsing into steam.

If a wizard had cast that spell, the flames would’ve persisted aggressively until every fragment of mana was exhausted. Mine transformed naturally into another state instead of forcibly maintaining itself.

It was an entirely different philosophy of magic.

Druid spells followed the concept of physics.

Wizard spells cheated.

A wizard could probably create a black hole someday and call it advanced magic. Meanwhile, even if I reached level ten thousand, I doubted I could replicate something so fundamentally detached from natural balance.

I sighed quietly.

I should probably prioritize preserving the memories tied to my druidic inheritance over my Earth memories. The former clearly possessed far greater significance in terms of power and understanding.

Emotionally, though?

I felt conflicted.

Earth was still Earth.

Those memories were still mine.

Mab tilted her head slightly. “Is there a problem, my lord?”

“There’s none.”

I popped the wood attribute pill into my mouth.

The medicinal energy dissolved almost instantly, flowing through my body with a refreshing warmth. It felt like standing beneath sunlight in the middle of an ancient forest while countless roots spread beneath the earth below me.

Within my Druidic Insight, the Circle of Forest brightened only slightly.

That part made sense. I already had plenty of levels invested into it.

The Circle of Life strengthened as well, though not nearly to the same extent. If I had to make an educated guess, it was because Life functioned as an adjacent attribute that the wood pill could only partially resonate with.

Honestly, the Circle of Life had always been somewhat underdeveloped for me.

Most of my points there had gone into Rebirth World and Revive Life.

Back in Legacy World Online, every spell and ability came with decisions attached to them. You could spend points learning new powers, or continue upgrading the ones you already possessed.

That system alone shaped entire builds.

It was part of the reason why I tended to stick with my favorite spells and abilities instead of constantly branching out. Specialization mattered.

I raised my staff.

“Razorjade Leaf.”

Jade-colored leaves sprouted from the wood of my staff like crystalline foliage. A moment later, they shot forward at terrifying speed.

I didn’t hold back.

The spinning leaves sliced through the enormous Water Ball cleanly, splitting the massive sphere apart like cutting silk. The spell continued forward afterward, streaking through the atmosphere below and carving through entire layers of clouds.

The sheer sharpness made my scalp tingle.

I immediately canceled the spell before it accidentally erased somebody’s mountain sect from existence.

The jade leaves dissolved into harmless motes of green light.

I stared downward silently.

I was once again reminded how absurdly dangerous my spells had become.

The interaction between mana and qi clearly amplified things beyond normal druid standards. I really needed to investigate the mechanics behind it more carefully before I accidentally committed continental-scale manslaughter.

Mab clapped softly beside me. “Magnificent as always, my lord. Though you still have much room for improvement.”

I snorted. “Then you definitely have to teach me how.”

Her eyes brightened immediately. “I would gladly do so!”

That enthusiasm worried me slightly.

Still, I grabbed another pill.

This one carried an earthy, mineral scent.

I swallowed the earth attribute pill.

The energy entering my body felt heavy and stable. My insides rumbled faintly while another circle emerged within my Druidic Insight. Circle of Stone unlocked. Several unfamiliar spells and abilities instantly became accessible to me. Existing earth-aligned abilities strengthened simultaneously, settling into place naturally like pieces fitting together.

Back in the game, there had always been ways to learn spells outside your designated tech tree. They usually required rare resources, hidden trainers, special quest chains, or absurdly painful achievements.

There was a limit to how many external abilities you could learn, though.

Players usually pursued them because strategic flexibility mattered more than raw numbers.

A properly designed build in Legacy World Online could let a player defeat opponents twice their level if used correctly.

The game had actually been infamous for that.

Level advantage alone meant surprisingly little.

You only gained a single stat point and a single skill point every level. The developers were unbelievably stingy with progression rewards, forcing players to think carefully instead of mindlessly grinding EXP.

Build optimization mattered more than reaching max level.

Honestly, it was one of the reasons I loved the game despite all the suffering it inflicted.

I pointed my staff toward the drifting masses of severed water floating nearby.

“Dark Murky Swamp.”

The scattered blobs of water twisted immediately.

Mud spread through them unnaturally while dark vegetation and swampy sludge formed inside the floating masses. What had once been clean water transformed into pockets of murky marshland suspended throughout outer space.

The visual looked utterly ridiculous.

A swamp.

In the vacuum of space.

I stared at it for several seconds before deciding not to question anything anymore. Instead, I reached for the final pill. The metal attribute pill rested in my palm with a faint silver sheen. I honestly doubted it would do anything.

Back in the game, druids didn’t possess a Circle of Metal.

That was more of a craftsman or specialized elemental class thing.

Still, I swallowed it.

Immediately, something unfamiliar bloomed within me.

My eyes widened.

A brand-new circle formed inside my Druidic Insight.

Circle of Metal.

“Well, that’s new.”

The circle felt strangely rigid compared to the others. Structured. Refined. Less wild and more controlled. Consulting the new abilities instinctively, I cast a spell through my staff.

“Steel Forge.”

Metallic light spread across the wooden surface of my staff. In seconds, the wood hardened into shining steel while still retaining its original shape.

I blinked.

“Whoa, a transmutation spell.”

That actually opened up a ridiculous amount of possibilities.

I quickly checked the Circle of Metal more thoroughly, only to discover it lacked many offensive spells. Most abilities leaned toward reinforcement, shaping, enhancement, refinement, or creation.

Support-oriented.

Craft-oriented.

Utility-focused.

Honestly, that suited druids surprisingly well. I canceled the active spells. The swamp dissolved apart into harmless moisture while my staff reverted into ordinary wood once more. I exhaled slowly. Those pills had been absurdly worth it.

If I translated their value into game terms, it would’ve been equivalent to gaining multiple free level-ups worth of progression without actually leveling.

No wonder cultivators treated high-grade resources like national treasures.

Mab floated closer while observing me thoughtfully. “Now that you’ve stabilized your new powers, perhaps we should spar.”

I immediately looked at her suspiciously.

Given her strength, the word spar sounded dangerously misleading.

“Please be gentle with me.”

Mab smiled warmly.

I’m quite curious about her strength, so this was a good chance to take a measure of her.

Mab vanished.

That signature instant movement of cultivators remained deeply unfair no matter how many times I witnessed it. One moment she floated before me in outer space, the next she disappeared entirely without warning.

My instincts screamed.

Shedding activated automatically.

My body burst apart into dried leaves and brittle twigs just as Mab’s palm strike swept through the space where my torso had been a fraction of a second earlier. The attack carried terrifying force even though she was supposedly “taking it easy.”

The scattered leaves reformed several meters away.

Honestly, fighting in outer space felt inconvenient for me. Nature’s Stride worked best through forests and natural terrain. Here, there was almost nothing to anchor myself to besides fragments of drifting debris and remnants of my own spells.

The moment I stabilized, I pointed my staff at her face.

“Sunlight Orb.”

A condensed sphere of burning light erupted forward instantly.

It was one of my fastest casting spells.

Mab exploded into flower petals before the orb connected.

The petals scattered beautifully through the void before reforming into her body farther away.

She sighed dramatically. “How exactly am I supposed to take it easy on you when you pull moves like that, my lord?”

“Sorry.”

Mab smiled.

Unfortunately, the smile looked dangerous.

“I could take that apology in a flirtatious way, you know.”

I immediately pointed at her accusingly. “Please be really gentle with me.”

“That depends on your definition of gentle.”

Her emerald hair suddenly spread outward. The strands transformed into leaf-like structures before erupting toward me like countless projectiles. Each leaf glowed with sharp spiritual power capable of tearing apart mountains.

I reacted immediately.

An experimental thought crossed my mind. Back in Legacy World Online, this wouldn’t have worked due to system restrictions. But this wasn’t a game anymore.

“Verdant Barrier. Aqua Barrier.”

I cast both simultaneously.

The strain increased immediately as two different circles activated together. Forest mana and water mana intertwined around me, forming a multilayered barrier composed of flowing water and dense vegetation.

It actually worked.

A hybrid barrier surrounded me completely.

The downside became apparent instantly, though.

Visibility inside layered barriers sucked.

Leaf projectiles crashed against the defenses in rapid succession while water rippled violently around me. I barely perceived the sudden burst of spiritual energy before instinct forced me sideways.

A massive vine sliced through the combined barrier effortlessly.

The entire construct split apart.

If I hadn’t moved, I probably would’ve been cut cleanly in half.

“Well dodged,” Mab whispered from my left.

A palm strike flew toward me. I barely managed to block with my staff. The impact blasted me backward through space like a cannonball. My arms vibrated painfully from the force. Before I could recover, a vine whip snapped around my waist.

Mab yanked me back toward her effortlessly.

She smiled innocently. “I won’t just let you get away, you know. I still haven’t forgiven you for being a naughty boy.”

“How am I the naughty one here?!”

I activated Wild Shape instantly.

My body shrank into a massive serpent mid-flight. Slipping free from the vine restraint, I coiled around Mab tightly before she could react.

Her eyes widened slightly as she laughed.

“If it’s a hug you want, my lord, you could’ve simply asked.”

Through sound transmission, I groaned, “You’re making it weird.”

Mab’s hair suddenly shifted color. Emerald transformed into icy blue. The surrounding temperature plummeted instantly. Winter qi spread around her body while frost formed through empty space itself. Alarm bells exploded inside my head.

I released her immediately.

Using Nature’s Stride, I blinked away and reappeared atop a drifting fragment of my destroyed barrier spell. Technically, it still counted as natural material.

I pointed my staff forward.

“Sunlight Orb.”

Dozens of burning spheres appeared simultaneously around Mab. An idea formed in my mind. Another combo spell. Something also impossible back in the game.

Mab calmly raised one hand.

“Freeze.”

Ice qi exploded outward. The Sunlight Orbs froze midair instantly, trapped within crystalline layers of frost. At the same time, I activated another spell through the Sunlight Orbs.

“Explosion.”

The frozen Sunlight Orbs detonated simultaneously.

Violent fiery blasts shattered the surrounding ice into countless razor-sharp fragments that scattered through space like burning shrapnel. Using the dispersed fire elements lingering from the explosions, I cast again immediately.

“Fireball.”

One after another, blazing fireballs rained downward toward Mab like fiery meteors.

The explosions illuminated outer space brilliantly. When the flames parted, Mab emerged completely unharmed. Her hair had turned crimson red now while blazing qi pulsed around her body like a miniature sun.

I stared at her suspiciously.

“I’m seeing a pattern here. Four seasons?”

Before I could retreat, Mab appeared behind me again.

She grabbed my arm affectionately.

“So,” she purred softly, “what’s next?”

When I turned toward her, she lightly held my chin between her fingers.

“What do you think?” she asked teasingly. “You’ve already seen Spring, Winter, and Summer. Want to see Autumn too?”

I snapped my fingers dramatically.

“Ohhh. You were flirting all along.”

Mab froze, and then she pouted.

“I ought to punch you into oblivion just now,” she complained. “Don’t you know how delicate a maiden’s heart is? Honestly, you are a very hard man to please.”

I blinked. “So… sparring?”

Mab leaned closer with an increasingly dangerous smile.

“I can take you on all day,” she whispered seductively. “All year too, if my lord desires.”

I immediately pointed at her again. “Okay, you crossed a line. Now it’s just really weird. Let’s postpone the sparring.”

Mab gasped theatrically. “Your ears are red.”

“They are not.”

“They absolutely are.”

“They’re not!”

“They’re very red.”

“That’s slander.”

Mab laughed openly while floating around me triumphantly. Meanwhile, I continued denying reality despite feeling my face burning hotter than the fireballs from earlier.

This woman was trouble, I swear!

            

    
        076 Privilege of Creation

    
    
    
    
                There had been many additions to the Touch Grass Sect over the years, and somehow, against all reason, I had become responsible for nearly all of them.

The forest no longer resembled the wild sanctuary I first stumbled into. Treehouses connected by rope bridges stretched across entire canopies. Spirit beasts traded polished stones and carved wooden tokens like merchants in a mortal city. Some genius squirrel had even invented the concept of debt, which immediately caused three separate incidents involving gambling, stolen mushrooms, and a raccoon insisting he legally owned a riverbank.

I regretted teaching them economics.

Still, life had been peaceful. Peaceful enough that I had grown used to it.

Every morning brought something new. I attended the lessons, whenever I could. Zhen Ai held literary lessons beneath the ancient cedar groves, forcing bewildered beasts to recite poetry while correcting their grammar with frightening precision. Jia Ping taught history like she was personally offended by ignorance. Mab instructed cultivation in ways that usually left half the spirit beasts unconscious and the other half spiritually enlightened. Tao Wolong constantly dragged me into whatever nonsense he was planning, while Roo remained perfectly content eating grass and occasionally headbutting people he liked.

I visited Guo Yimu, Xing Ning, and Li Ming whenever I had the chance. The forest was lively now. Warm. Chaotic in a strangely comforting way.

Except for the occasional cultivator arriving to challenge the Touch Grass Sect to a duel for one ridiculous reason or another, there truly was not a dull day.

Ten years had passed since the sect was founded.

One of the largest additions to the forest had been Jia Ping’s workshop. Calling it a workshop was underselling it. The place looked like a deranged fusion between a physician’s clinic, an alchemist’s laboratory, and a torture chamber designed by someone with too much curiosity and not enough ethics.

I leaned against one corner of the room while experimenting with a glass apparatus filled with swirling strands of qi and mana. The two energies refused to behave properly together. Mana moved like flowing wavelengths, smooth and continuous, while qi behaved more like tangible particles colliding against one another. Every attempt at combining them caused violent instability inside the chamber.

It was fascinating.

Nearby, Xing Ning sat stiffly on a wooden stool while Jia Ping shamelessly poked at his arms, shoulders, and neck with the concentration of a scholar examining an ancient relic.

Xing Ning looked deeply uncomfortable.

“M-Miss Jia Ping,” he muttered as she squeezed his forearm again, “must this truly happen every single year?”

“It absolutely must,” Jia Ping declared without mercy. “Your mother agreed to annual examinations, so you will endure them with dignity.”

She pressed her fingers against his wrist, eyes gleaming with academic obsession.

“Honestly, I remain amazed every time I examine you. Your body resembles a spirit far more than a living human. That constitution of yours borders on ghostly.”

Xing Ning visibly paled.

“Sage Wo Li,” he said desperately, turning toward me, “please save me from her—”

“I feel bad about your weird situation right now,” I replied while carefully rotating the glass sphere in my hand, “but suck it up. It’s for your own good. I mean, there has to be a reason why you gained that body, right?”

“It probably has something to do with his origin,” Xing Mei said calmly.

Xing Ning blinked.

“Mother?” he asked nervously. “What do you mean by that?”

Xing Mei stood nearby with the composed elegance she always carried herself with. Despite her status as Sect Leader, she had never missed a single one of Xing Ning’s examinations. The amount of maternal concern she showed bordered on excessive at times.

Jia Ping immediately straightened.

“What do you mean by his origin?” she asked sharply.

Xing Mei hesitated for only a moment before answering.

“My son… does not have a father.”

The room became quiet.

“One day,” she continued evenly, “I simply conceived him.”

I stopped turning the apparatus in my hands. Inside the glass chamber, the unstable mixture of qi and mana abruptly spiraled out of control before I hurriedly stabilized it. I slowly turned my head toward her.

“So,” I said carefully, “a magical baby?”

Jia Ping’s jaw nearly dropped.

“That is impossible.”

“It is the truth,” Xing Mei replied calmly.

Jia Ping stared at Xing Ning with growing awe, as though she had just discovered a legendary scripture walking around in mortal form.

“The strangeness of fate…” she murmured. “Xing Ning is a Shén.”

I blinked and turned toward Mab.

She sat on the far side of the workshop beside an open window, quietly painting a portrait of me for reasons I no longer questioned. In her current spring form, she possessed flowing emerald hair woven with tiny blossoms that shifted color whenever light touched them. Her brush moved lazily across the canvas while she listened to the conversation with mild amusement.

“Mab,” I asked, “do you know something about this?”

Without looking up from her painting, she answered casually.

“Makes sense.”

That was not reassuring.

“The two Shén were destined to draw toward each other eventually,” she continued. “They are siblings. Dawn and dusk.”

Her brush glided smoothly across the canvas.

“Dawn is always older. Dusk is always younger.”

Xing Ning looked increasingly alarmed the longer she spoke.

“The two are destined siblings tasked with one responsibility,” Mab said. “To expand the world itself. Grow more islands. Stretch the oceans farther. Create new lands. Things like that.”

Silence filled the workshop.

I stared at Xing Ning.

Xing Ning stared back at me.

Then he pointed weakly at himself.

“…Me?”

Mab finally glanced up from the portrait.

“Yes.”

Xing Ning looked moments away from fainting.

I could not blame him.

Jia Ping pinched the bridge of her nose so hard that I genuinely worried she might crush it. “Mab,” she said with exhausted fury, “you possess knowledge stretching back into the ancient eras. The least you could do is allow someone else to preserve history properly. I am begging you to let me record these things.”

Mab continued painting without the slightest concern.

“It sounds bothersome,” she replied.

“That is because preserving history requires effort!”

“Yes,” Mab agreed calmly. “Which is why I do not wish to do it.”

Jia Ping looked moments away from committing violence.

Meanwhile, I remained focused on the strange reaction occurring inside the glass apparatus in my hands.

The mixture of qi and mana suddenly pulled toward one another like opposing magnetic fields. Thin strands of silver and pale green spiraled through the chamber while I guided them carefully with my thoughts. Whenever the two touched, a third substance emerged briefly between them.

That mysterious energy felt… different.

Not qi.

Not mana.

Something higher and heavier.

I still did not fully understand why qi and mana were fundamentally different despite both being forms of power. Mana flowed like waves, abstract and fluid, while qi possessed distinct density, almost like tangible matter. My spells always became weaker when powered through qi, yet they lasted much longer and maintained greater stability.

Why?

What exactly was the difference besides structure?

I narrowed my eyes at the chamber.

There had to be meaning behind it.

Behind me, Xing Ning still looked dazed. “Wait, I have a sister?”

“Technically,” I replied while continuing my experiment, “something like a soul sister.”

I paused.

“And you’re her soul bro.”

Another pause.

“…Actually, that sounded way worse out loud.”

Xing Ning looked deeply disturbed.

“This is my first time hearing of these Shén,” said Xing Mei. “What exactly are they? Creating islands? Expanding the ocean?”

Jia Ping immediately answered, “Classified.”

Mab answered at the exact same time. “They are a special destined existence that continuously reincarnates throughout the cycle.”

Jia Ping whipped toward her in horror. “MAB!”

Mab ignored her completely. “The Willow Order has protected them for a very long time,” she continued casually. “Every generation possesses two. One male. One female. Dawn and dusk. Just like I said. Don’t make me repeat them, or are just deaf?”

Jia Ping looked like she wanted to strangle an immortal spirit.

“You cannot simply reveal secrets like this!”

“I think it’s better they know,” I argued.

What was the point of hiding it anymore?

Xing Ning literally was one of the people involved.

It became painfully obvious why the Willow Order kept information regarding the Shén restricted. Any existence capable of altering reality itself would become the target of every lunatic cultivator in existence.

Then a thought struck me.

I slowly lowered the glass chamber.

“…Wait.”

Everyone looked toward me.

“If the Willow Order knows about the Shén,” I said carefully, “then the Dark Order might know too. I mean, the things that happened to Xing Ning so far cannot be a coincidence, right?”

Jia Ping’s expression darkened. “That is possible. They used Xing Ning as a vessel for that immortal, after all.”

I grimaced.

“I still have no idea if the possession actually succeeded or not in gaining the powers of a Shén or something. I killed the immortal before I could tell the difference. To be fair, that was the first time I fought an immortal, so I can’t really say what’s there normal standard is like, or for that matter, how does a Shén fight?”

Xing Ning immediately looked horrified again.

“Please stop saying things that casually.”

“No promises.”

Xing Mei remained surprisingly composed.

“What makes the Shén so special?” she asked.

Jia Ping exhaled slowly before answering.

“They possess the privilege of creation.”

The workshop grew quiet.

“Once mature,” she continued, “a Shén may create something from nothing through pure expression of power. Their energy is a higher form born from the union of qi and dimensional energy. Two representations that form the foundation of existence itself.”

She pointed lightly upward.

“The Origin.”

Then downward.

“And the Source.”

I froze.

My eyes slowly lowered toward the glass box in my hands. Qi. Dimensional energy. Mana. The strange third force swirling between them. Suddenly, both energies inside the chamber dipped violently. Something materialized.

I stared at it and screamed.

“HOLY FUCKING SHIT!”

Everyone jumped.

I nearly dropped the apparatus while staring into the chamber like a lunatic.

“I JUST MADE BREAD!” I shouted. “I FREAKING MADE BREAD!”

I threw open the glass container. Inside rested a perfectly ordinary loaf of sliced bread wrapped in clear plastic packaging straight from my memories of Earth. The entire room went silent as I pulled it out.

“This is freaky.”

Jia Ping snatched the bread from my hands and examined it like a priceless artifact.

“What is this transparent material?”

“Plastic.”

“What is plastic?”

“Pure environmental disaster.”

I immediately shoved more qi and mana into the chamber.

“Okay, okay, okay,” I muttered excitedly. “Let’s try something harder.”

The energies collided again.

This time the drain was much harsher.

My mana reserves dropped sharply while my qi churned violently through my meridians. Sweat formed on my forehead as the third energy condensed inside the chamber. A rectangular object appeared. It possessed black glass, metal edges, and a smooth surface.

I slowly lifted it.

“No freaking way…”

It was a smartphone.

Everyone stared blankly as I swiped across the screen.

“It even works!”

I immediately switched to the camera app and pointed it toward them. Xing Ning looked confused. Xing Mei remained graceful. Jia Ping appeared spiritually offended. Mab calmly continued painting.

Click.

The photo appeared on the screen.

“Whoa,” I breathed. “This is really cool.”

I turned toward Jia Ping.

“Am I a Shén now?”

“That makes no sense,” she replied instantly. “There can only be two Shén within a generation. One man and one woman.”

I swallowed slowly while staring at the phone.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, “but this is pretty cool.”

Then inspiration struck.

“Oh my god.”

I shoved more energy into the chamber. The drain this time was catastrophic. My mana reserves instantly dropped beyond half while qi nearly collapsed through my channels. But it worked. A heavily glazed donut appeared in my hand.

The frosting gleamed beautifully beneath the workshop lights.

I stared at it with trembling emotion.

“…You beautiful bastard.”

I took the biggest bite imaginable.

Sweetness exploded across my tongue.

The glaze.

The softness.

The utterly unhealthy amount of sugar.

My eyes watered immediately.

“OH MY GOD,” I mumbled through tears. “IT’S BEEN SO LONG.”

I clutched the donut like a sacred treasure.

“I MISSED YOU SO MUCH.”
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                “My lord, you are so handsome like always,” Mab said.

I snorted as I leaned back against the wooden chair inside Jia Ping’s workshop. “You say that every day.”

“And I am correct every day.”

Ever since I learned how to create donuts from thin air through the combination of mana and qi, I had been fooling around with this strange power nonstop. At first, it was only food. Donuts became hamburgers, then french fries, instant noodles, potato chips, chocolate bars, and canned soda. After that came random objects from memory. A ballpen rested beside a screwdriver set. A plastic water bottle stood near a tangled mess of earphones. A half-functional calculator sat beside a stack of sticky notes and a cracked phone charger. There was even a gaming controller on the floor, though none of the people in this world knew what it was for.

The workshop looked less like a cultivator’s research room and more like somebody dumped the contents of a convenience store and electronics shop into it.

Jia Ping nearly had a heart attack the first time I made a toaster.

Now there was Earth junk scattered everywhere. A microwave occupied one corner. A desk fan spun lazily near the windows, literally plugged to a spirit stone that Jia Ping rigged to some contraption. Several manga volumes were piled beside cultivation manuals. I had even managed to recreate a cheap office chair with wheels, which Mab loved rolling around on for some reason.

Meanwhile, I sat at a wooden desk reading through a pile of ancient books talking about the Shén.

Xing Ning and Xing Mei had just left after Jia Ping finished examining Xing Ning. Jia Ping herself departed soon after to report to the Willow Order about my feats of creation and the possibility that Xing Ning himself might be a Shén.

That left only me and Mab inside the workshop.

There were currently three known iterations of the Shén according to the records. The oldest existed during the Dark Ages, though the information surrounding them was inconsistent and fragmented. Most of the stories read more like myths than historical records. Some texts claimed the Shén descended from the heavens while others described them as mortals who stole authority from the world itself.

The second iteration appeared during the First Era.

The third appeared in the Second Era.

And now we stood within the Third Era.

Which apparently made Li Ming and Xing Ning the Shén of this period.

And possibly me too.

Jia Ping called my power of creation something exclusive to the Shén. That realization alone nearly caused her to lose her mind. Frankly, it made me want answers just as badly.

Mab sat nearby with a finished portrait of me leaning against the wall beside her. She had somehow painted the thing absurdly fast. The portrait itself looked majestic enough to belong inside some emperor’s palace.

Now she was casually turning a Rubik’s Cube in her hands.

She solved one side.

Then another.

Then she ruined it on purpose and started over again.

I stared at her suspiciously. “Mab, what else can you tell me about this power?”

As I spoke, I gathered mana and qi together in my palm. The two energies spiraled into one another before condensing into a familiar shape.

A slice of pizza appeared in my hand.

I immediately took a bite.

God, I missed pizza.

Mab watched me chew with mild curiosity. “The energy you just used is called quintessence. Others refer to it as Immortal Qi. The name changes depending on who you ask.”

“Quintessence…” I muttered.

The name sounded ridiculously important.

I swallowed the pizza before asking, “Do you know anything about mana? That’s the other half of this creation thing. I can only make objects when mana and qi combine in a certain pattern.”

Mab shook her head. “I have no idea what mana is.”

That answer honestly surprised me.

“There were countless attempts throughout history to access quintessence,” she continued. “But after the restructuring of the cultivation path, its usage became restricted. Only the Shén remained exempt from that limitation.”

I frowned. “Then what makes me the exception?”

Mab simply smiled at me.

I immediately felt irritated.

She always did that.

Every time we approached an important answer, she either smiled mysteriously or changed the topic entirely. It felt deliberate.

“I swear you should at least give me something,” I complained. “Anything.”

This time, her expression softened slightly.

“Depending on the knowledge I reveal,” she said quietly, “the misfortune surrounding you may grow greater. The more you understand, the heavier your suffering may become. I must be careful with what I say.”

I stared at her.

That was somehow even more concerning.

Mab lowered her gaze toward the Rubik’s Cube resting in her hands.

“I would be sad to see you go.”

The workshop became quiet after that.

I remained seated while slowly replenishing qi within my body. Unfortunately, my recovery speed was terrible. Without a proper core, gathering qi took far longer than it should have. I could still store qi, but the process felt inefficient compared to actual cultivators.

More than a week passed before Jia Ping finally returned.

This time, she brought someone with her.

The old woman standing beside her possessed an air of calm authority. Her gray hair was tied neatly into a bun, and despite her age, her posture remained perfectly straight. She wore layered green robes embroidered with willow branches along the sleeves.

The moment she entered the workshop, her eyes immediately swept across the piles of Earth objects surrounding the room.

The microwave.

The desk fan.

The pizza box.

The office chair.

The Rubik’s Cube in Mab’s hands.

The old woman’s expression did not change, but I noticed the slight twitch near her eye.

“This old one is Chen Lin, Consul of the Willow Order,” she said respectfully as she cupped her fist toward me. “I greet the Sage.”

I returned the gesture. “There is no need to be overly formal. What brings Consul Chen here?”

Chen Lin raised her head slightly. “I came to confirm whether you truly wield the power of creation. And if possible, I wish to witness a demonstration.”

When wielded by a Shén, the power of quintessence was referred to as the Privilege of Creation. The wording itself already implied exclusivity.

Apparently, ordinary cultivators were never meant to touch this power at all.

I leaned back slightly while studying Chen Lin. The title of Consul sounded important. Definitely someone high within the Willow Order. Honestly, I was more surprised Li Qing was not the one here instead.

Over the past several days, I had conducted extensive experimentation with quintessence. The conclusions were straightforward enough.

I could create almost anything I remembered from Earth.

The clearer my understanding of an object, the less quintessence it consumed. Simpler items required very little energy while complex objects drained me rapidly. Food was easy. Electronics were harder. Machinery became ridiculous.

And some things were simply impractical.

Like nukes.

Technically, I suspected I could create one if I possessed enough quintessence and sufficient scientific understanding of its structure. Of course, that sounded catastrophically reckless. I briefly considered whether tossing one into outer space counted as responsible experimentation.

The main issue was that I still had no reliable method to undo my creations afterward, which honestly felt like a pretty important limitation.

I raised my hand toward Chen Lin.

Quintessence flowed through my fingers as mana and qi intertwined into familiar patterns. Moments later, a bouquet of flowers materialized in my grasp.

Fresh lilies.

I handed them toward her.

“For you.”

Chen Lin accepted the bouquet carefully. The moment she inspected it, her eyes subtly glowed with strange light.

“She possesses special eyes,” Jia Ping explained proudly. “Elder Chen Lin can perceive things others cannot.”

Chen Lin immediately coughed into her sleeve.

“Consul,” she corrected calmly. “Not Elder.”

Jia Ping blinked innocently.

“And my eyes are hardly special compared to others within the Order,” Chen Lin continued. “They merely allow me to perceive the five elements and the souls of living beings.”

Her gaze returned toward the flowers.

The faint glow in her eyes deepened slightly.

“…This power is genuine.”

There was surprise in her voice and also doubt as though part of her still struggled to accept what she witnessed.

Mab suddenly raised her hand from nearby. “If you do not need the flowers, may I have them?”

Chen Lin looked mildly confused. “I do not.”

Mab immediately reclaimed the bouquet with a bright grin before hugging it against her chest like she had won a priceless treasure.

I watched the exchange with mild amusement.

From what I could tell, Chen Lin and Jia Ping were both Nascent Soul cultivators. That placed them firmly within the category of people I absolutely did not want to fight if I had the choice. I’d rather be at peace with everyone, regardless of their cultivation or what they think of me.

Chen Lin’s expression gradually turned stern. “Sage Wo Li, what are your intentions?”

The way she stared at me made it feel less like a question and more like an interrogation.

I frowned slightly. “I don’t really like your tone. You sound hostile.”

Jia Ping quietly looked away.

Chen Lin remained silent.

I sighed before continuing. “But if you really want to know, I mostly just want to be left alone. Maybe do good where I can. Help forests thrive. Help people if possible.”

I shrugged.

“And honestly, I just want everyone to be chill.”

Chen Lin stared at me blankly.

“…Chill?”

“Ah.” Jia Ping adjusted her glasses. “That is one of Sage Wo Li’s slangs. It means to remain at peace and not take things too seriously.”

“I see,” Chen Lin said slowly.

Though judging from her face, she absolutely did not see. A brief silence followed before Chen Lin exhaled quietly and composed herself. “My apologies,” she said with a small bow. “I allowed my worries to affect my conduct.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine… We all get too ahead of ourselves, sometimes.”

Chen Lin she turned toward Jia Ping. “Please lead the way to the Sky Steel Sect.”

…
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.

[POV: Chen Lin]

Chen Lin arrived at Sky Stone Cave through the teleportation gate array.

The cavern pulsed faintly with spiritual light as ancient characters carved into the stone walls dimmed behind them. The teleportation formation released waves of residual qi into the air before slowly settling back into silence.

Jia Ping stepped out first while adjusting her robes.

“Are you satisfied with what you saw now?” Jia Ping asked. “Honestly, what you did earlier was reckless.”

Chen Lin remained quiet for several moments.

Within the Willow Order, the position of Chronicler existed outside the normal hierarchy. Even Chen Lin with her position held immense respect toward them. Though Jia Ping appeared to be a youthful maiden, the truth was that she was over twice Chen Lin’s age.

“Apologies, Chronicler Jia,” Chen Lin said respectfully.

Jia Ping sighed immediately.

“I told you already, I am merely an apprentice,” she complained. “My master has yet to ordain me with the proper title, so I shall forever remain an apprentice, because the stupid bastard just vanished like that on us. Oh, Heavens. Apologies. My nerves are getting the better of me. Just being reminded by them is making me so angry.”

Chen Lin almost smiled at the familiar response.

“I know you have always harbored doubts toward this immortal,” Jia Ping continued. “But there is no need for concern. If you are worried, I will personally keep watch over him.”

Chen Lin’s expression darkened slightly.

“My concern lies with you placing yourself in danger.”

“I will be fine,” she replied calmly, pushing her glasses against her face. “Your priority right now is confirming the existence of the Shén known as Xing Ning. I can’t believe that the Steel Sky Sect Leader kept that information about her pregnancy hidden away from us. We must gain their trust, so that we can protect Dusk this time.”

The two continued walking through the tunnel paths of Sky Stone Cave.

It had been a very long time since the Willow Order lost its soulmark upon the Shén of Dusk.

The previous generation of Shén from the Second Era brought terrible conflict upon the Willow Order itself. The resulting war nearly destroyed the organization from within. Entire factions rose against one another over ideology, purpose, and authority.

That catastrophe became one of the primary reasons the Willow Order withdrew from the cultivation world and concealed itself among isolated villages.

When an organization no longer possessed external enemies, eventually it began devouring itself.

The catalyst had been differing beliefs.

Chen Lin often wondered whether her own generation would eventually suffer the same fate.

If anyone alive still understood what the Willow Order truly looked like during the era of the previous Shén, it was likely Jia Ping, which made her existence both reassuring and deeply unsettling.

Frankly, the visit to Sage Wo Li had been unnecessary.

Whether the bizarre immortal possessed the Privilege of Creation or not changed very little about the overall situation. His existence alone already disrupted common sense.

Yet Chen Lin still insisted on verifying it personally.

Perhaps because some part of her needed certainty.

Or perhaps because uncertainty frightened her more.

Eventually, the tunnel widened into a massive cavern illuminated by rivers of glowing spiritual ore embedded throughout the walls.

Jia Ping glanced ahead before speaking.

“We have arrived,” she announced. “The Sky Steel Sect.”

…

..

.

We stopped before the massive gates of the Ruins of the Forgotten. Or at least, that was what I preferred calling it. According to the weathered signboard hanging crookedly above the entrance, the actual name carved into the ancient characters was New Willow City.

Mab stared up at the sign for several moments before wrinkling her nose. “This place needs a new signboard.”

“It’s ancient,” I replied.

“It is ugly.”

“That too.”

She placed both hands on her hips while examining the walls critically. “The city also requires a better name. Something grander. More elegant. More fitting for your magnificence.”

I immediately regretted letting her start talking.

“What would you even rename it to?”

Mab’s eyes sparkled ominously. “Mab City.”

“No.”

“The Eternal Kingdom of Wo Li.”

“No.”

“The Divine Garden of Endless Romance.”

I rubbed my forehead. “I’ll think about it.”

She smiled triumphantly like she already won.

As we approached the gates, I reached for Mab’s hand. The invisible barrier surrounding the city shimmered faintly the moment we touched it. Since the city recognized me as its master, the barrier allowed her to pass alongside me without resistance.

The sensation felt strange every time, like the city itself was alive and aware of who entered its domain.

We walked through the empty streets together while I quietly thought about the city’s future. I still had not decided whether I should allow the sapient wildlife to enter this place. The idea sounded good in theory, but the more I considered it, the more complicated it became.

Territory disputes already existed naturally within forests.

That was survival.

But a city?

How exactly would that even function?

What would happen if different sapient species began competing over districts? What if predators and prey tried living near one another? What if they accidentally activated ancient mechanisms hidden beneath the city? Do I have to make some form of government or something?

The place was already dangerous enough.

And what use did wildlife even have for a city?

Would deer suddenly start paying taxes?

Would wolves open restaurants?

Would giant bears begin arguing over property rights?

The entire concept gave me a headache.

Maybe eventually I would open parts of the city, but not yet. The various sapient communities still needed time to intellectually develop further. The recently established currency system alone already represented a massive leap for them socially.

Civilization did not happen overnight.

“Um,” I eventually said, “you can let go of my hand now.”

We were already quite far from the entrance.

Mab looked down innocently.

Our fingers were fully interlocked.

“Oh,” she said softly. “But I like holding your hand.”

I stared at her.

“It feels warm,” she continued shamelessly. “And intimate. It makes me happy.”

“…You are way too comfortable saying things like that.”

“I merely speak honestly, my lord.”

She somehow tightened her grip slightly afterward.

I decided it was not worth arguing over anymore.

Eventually, we arrived at the enormous palace situated at the center of the city. Even after all this time, the structure remained absurdly massive. Towering pillars supported layered roofs of black stone while ancient lanterns lined the pathways leading inward.

We passed through the throne room.

The six colossal statues still stood around the chamber like silent guardians watching over the empty hall.

Mab glanced around curiously. “What are we doing here?”

“This place has a library,” I answered. “I figured I should take a few books and read through them.”

“Ah,” Mab replied knowingly. “Forbidden ancient knowledge.”

“Or maybe tax records. Honestly, it could go either way.”

The library itself was enormous.

And dusty.

Very dusty.

Bookshelves stretched endlessly into the darkness while scattered scrolls littered the floor. Some shelves had collapsed entirely while others leaned dangerously sideways. The place looked less like a sacred repository of knowledge and more like a disaster zone abandoned for ten thousand years or more.

I stared at the mess for several seconds.

“…I’m too lazy to clean this place,” I admitted. “I’ll just grab a few books.”

I began scanning nearby titles.

Seven Harmonies of the Verdant Soul.

Foundations of Quintessence Manipulation.

The Forty-Seven Heavenly Paths.

Dual Cultivation for Enlightened Couples.

I paused.

“…Okay.”

Beside it sat another book.

The Immortal Tyrant’s Secret Bedchamber Arts.

Then another.

Proper Meridian Alignment During Intimate Dao Exchange.

“…Why are there so many of these?”

Mab meanwhile looked delighted.

“Oh, this one sounds interesting,” she said while pointing at a thick crimson book, the title embossed on the spine.

I read the title slowly.

“The Lustful Skeleton King’s Forty-Nine Nights of Bone-Rattling Desire.”

I stared in awe and disbelief.

“What the hell is this library?”

Mab held the book carefully like she discovered priceless treasure. “May I take just one romance book?”

“Nothing about that title sounds romantic!”

“The skeleton king may possess hidden emotional depth.”

“He possesses a pelvis!”

Mab looked thoughtful. “A very passionate pelvis, perhaps.”

I sighed heavily.

Eventually, I gave up arguing and reached toward the suspicious skeleton book. The moment I pulled it from the shelf, the entire library trembled violently. Dust exploded from the ceiling. Ancient mechanisms groaned deep beneath the floor as bookshelves rattled around us.

A section of the ground slowly split apart. Stone slid sideways with deafening force, revealing a hidden staircase descending into darkness below.

“...”

I stared downward blankly.

“…Goddamn it,” I muttered. “What is it this time?”
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                We entered the staircase leading downward, leaving the library behind us as the stone door slowly groaned shut. The sound echoed through the narrow passageway before fading into silence. Dust drifted from the ceiling with each step we took, and the ancient stairs spiraled so deeply underground that even my spiritual senses struggled to gauge how far they extended.

I glanced toward Mab while descending beside her. “Did you know this place existed?”

Mab frowned slightly as she brushed her fingers along the damp stone wall. “I have no idea,” she admitted. “When you reach my age, memory becomes... complicated. There are things I know happened, things I think happened, and things that might simply be dreams I repeated too many times.”

She let out a soft breath before continuing.

“So I might’ve known about this place. Or I might not have. Honestly, I’m not even certain if I’ve entered this city before.”

“That’s not reassuring at all.”

“It isn’t meant to be.”

We continued downward in silence afterward. The deeper we descended, the colder the air became. The darkness thickened unnaturally around us until even my enhanced eyesight could barely make out the stairs beneath my feet.

Eventually, the shadows became absolute.

I raised my hand and gathered mana around the head of my staff.

“Sunlight Orb.”

A warm sphere of golden light bloomed above the wood, illuminating the staircase with controlled radiance. Unlike ordinary light spells, the orb carried a faint touch of solar energy, causing the darkness around us to recoil slightly.

Mab immediately stopped walking.

“We shouldn’t continue,” she said quietly.

I turned toward her. “What’s the problem?”

For the first time since I’d met her, Mab looked genuinely afraid. Her face had gone pale, and there was tension in her shoulders I’d never seen before. Even her breathing seemed uneven.

“What’s wrong?” I asked again.

Mab stared into the darkness below us. “I don’t remember this place,” she whispered. “But for some reason, I’m very scared of it.”

That answer unsettled me more than I cared to admit.

An immortal like Mab had survived countless eras, monsters, wars, and probably disasters beyond imagination. Seeing her frightened made the staircase ahead feel infinitely more dangerous.

I sighed softly. “You can wait outside if you want. I can just explore alone.”

Mab immediately looked at me with worry in her eyes.

“No,” she said firmly. “I’ll come with you.”

“You don’t have to force yourself.”

“I know.”

She lowered her gaze briefly before speaking in a quieter voice.

“But... I wish to remain by your side.”

I studied her expression carefully.

She was struggling badly.

I honestly didn’t think immortals could sweat, yet droplets had already formed along her forehead. Her hand trembled faintly as she gripped her sleeve. At that moment, I decided I’d simply return another time alone. There was no reason to drag her through whatever nightmare this place represented to her.

I turned around casually. “Actually, we should leave. There’s no need for you to force yourself.”

Mab’s eyes widened before narrowing in irritation.

“If you want to go, then just go,” she snapped. “Don’t stop because of my feelings.”

“You’re clearly terrified.”

“And?”

“And normal people don’t willingly walk into places that terrify them.”

“I’m not normal.”

“That’s exactly the problem.”

Mab clicked her tongue before stepping past me and continuing downward.

“Stop being stubborn,” I called after her.

“You’re the stubborn one,” she replied without turning back. “If we came here, then we’re finishing this.”

I watched her descend for a few seconds before sighing helplessly.

...Yeah.

My acting skills were terrible. She’d noticed immediately that I’d only suggested retreating because I was worried about her. I rubbed the bridge of my nose before following after her.

“At least let me lead the way,” I muttered. “I’ve got the light.”

Without waiting for a response, I activated Wild Shape: Tiger. My body expanded instantly as fur burst across my skin. Muscles coiled with explosive strength while my senses sharpened dramatically. Maintaining the Sunlight Orb my head was awkward, but manageable.

Slowly, I accelerated.

The staircase blurred beneath me as I rushed downward at tremendous speed, the orb casting streaks of golden light across the ancient walls. Behind me, Mab followed effortlessly despite my pace, her robes fluttering wildly through the tunnel.

After several more minutes of descent, the staircase finally ended.

I slowed to a stop.

Before us stood a vast underground chamber.

A single beam of daylight shone from high above through an elaborate mirror mechanism embedded into the ceiling, reflecting sunlight downward through countless polished surfaces until it illuminated the center of the cavern.

There stood a tree.

Or rather, the remains of one.

Its bark had withered black, its branches brittle and hollow. No leaves remained upon it. The roots spread across the stone floor like skeletal fingers grasping desperately at dead earth. I dismissed the Sunlight Orb and my Wild Shape. The natural light filling the chamber felt strangely sacred.

Using Druidic Insight, I examined the tree carefully and found it completely dead.

Just a hollow husk stood before us.

I heard a quiet sound beside me. Mab was crying. I immediately turned toward her in surprise. She stood before the tree with one hand covering her mouth while tears streamed silently down her face.

“What’s the problem?” I asked softly.

Mab shakily reached toward the bark.

“I... don’t know,” she whispered. “But this tree feels very important to me.”

The moment her fingers touched the trunk, golden light erupted from the withered bark.

I took an instinctive step backward.

“What’s happening?” I asked, unable to hide the panic in my voice.

The dead tree began to crack apart.

Golden motes of light spilled from the fractures like fireflies escaping into the air. The hollow trunk split open slowly while ancient spiritual energy flooded the chamber with overwhelming pressure.

Then a figure emerged from within the light.

An old woman with leafy green hair stepped forward calmly while carrying a wooden staff intertwined with living vines. Her eyes shone with endless wisdom, and despite her aged appearance, the very air bent gently around her presence.

Mab stared at her with trembling eyes.

“M-Master?”

The old woman blinked before looking at Mab in surprise.

“Oh?” she said lightly. “It seemed my disciple had succeeded.”

Her gaze shifted toward the surroundings.

“When is this?” she asked. “How’s the Willow Order?”

Mab swallowed hard before answering.

“The Third Era,” she replied softly. “The Willow Order’s still intact. It’s been a very long time, master.”

I immediately raised my hand.

“Hold on a second,” I interrupted. “Succeeded in what? And who exactly are you? A proper introduction would be nice.”

The old woman looked toward me with amusement dancing in her eyes as she lightly tapped her staff against the ground.

In the blink of an eye, her aged appearance vanished. Wrinkles disappeared. Her posture straightened. Her leafy green hair became vibrant and radiant as overwhelming vitality surged from her body like an endless forest awakening to spring.

The woman before us smiled faintly.

“I am Yggdra,” she declared. “Founder of the Willow Order.”

There were two things troubling me. First, my Druidic Insight couldn’t see through Yggdra at all. I was neither blocked nor obscured. She was not even hidden behind some powerful concealment art. Just... nothing.

Whenever I used Druidic Insight on a living being, I could normally perceive something. Life force, elemental affinity, emotional state, traces of corruption, spiritual composition? Something always appeared.

But when I looked at Yggdra, it felt like staring into an empty void wearing the shape of a person.

That alone was horrifying.

The second problem was the implication behind everything she’d said so far.

Not to mention her name itself felt wildly out of place.

Yggdra.

That wasn’t remotely consistent with the naming conventions of this world. Honestly, it sounded suspiciously close to Yggdrasil from Norse mythology back on Earth, which immediately raised several deeply concerning questions.

I pointed at her. “Okay, no. Clarifications. Right now.”

Yggdra tilted her head slightly.

“You are the Avatar of the Source,” she said calmly, as though that explained anything. “Your appearance signaled the coming of the chaotic era.”

“That did not answer anything.”

“You will bring harmony between the three worlds.”

“How about no?”

“The prophecy states that—”

Mab abruptly cut her off.

“Master,” she said sharply. “If you continue revealing things to him, the dark sun of misfortune within him will grow.”

Yggdra merely smiled.

“It does not matter.”

Mab’s expression darkened.

“It absolutely matters.”

“The prophecy foretold that he would bring harmony to the three worlds when the dark sun of misfortune bloomed,” Yggdra replied. “If that is inevitable, then perhaps accelerating it is not necessarily bad.”

I stared at her in disbelief. Accelerate it? Why would anyone willingly accelerate something called the dark sun of misfortune? That sounded catastrophically evil.

Mab immediately stepped in front of me.

“No,” she said firmly. “I won’t let that happen.”

There was genuine anger in her voice now. At the same time, there was fear.

“I already lived through this once before,” Mab continued quietly. “And this time, I decided I would make him happy.”

Before I could even process what she meant, she grabbed my hand and pulled me away. The underground chamber vanished behind us in a blur as Mab practically dragged me up the staircase. Neither Yggdra nor her overwhelming presence followed.

Soon, we emerged back into the ancient library.

The familiar smell of old books and dust somehow felt unbelievably comforting after whatever the hell that underground meeting had been.

Mab finally stopped walking.

I stared at her silently for a moment.

“So,” I began carefully. “Not your first life.”

Mab hesitated before reluctantly nodding. Weirdly enough, it explained a lot, starting with how clingy she was. I scratched my cheek awkwardly.

“Hey,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “It’s not my first life either.”

I thought that was a pretty solid icebreaker. Apparently not.

Mab remained completely silent.

Right.

Okay.

Time for Plan B.

“With my genre savvy and a bit of wild guessing,” I continued, “how about I offer my theory?”

She looked at me quietly.

“You lived this life once before,” I said. “In that life, we kind of had a thing going on. Then one day you died, somehow ended up back in the past, relived everything, and started changing events little by little.”

I paused briefly.

“Did I get that right?”

Mab slowly nodded. Her eyes looked painfully conflicted. Well, regression trope confirmed! It was a good start. I almost wanted to compliment myself for figuring it out so quickly. Instead, I rubbed the back of my neck awkwardly.

“So, how did you know about this place?” I asked. “Or that path underground?”

Mab lowered her gaze.

“I’ve been here before,” she admitted softly. “But my memories aren’t trustworthy anymore.”

She leaned against one of the shelves nearby.

“I lived for an extremely long time in my previous life,” she continued. “And I’ve lived a long time again in this one. Some memories overlap. Some contradict each other. Some feel more like dreams than reality.”

She closed her eyes briefly.

“I never intended for you to meet my master.”

I tried to smile.

“Hey, I have memory problems too.”

Nothing.

Not even the slightest reaction.

...Tough crowd.

“I’m sorry,” said Mab. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“It’s fine.”

“No,” she said immediately. “It isn’t.”

Her fingers tightened slightly around her sleeve.

“The dark sun of misfortune within you must’ve grown.”

My expression slowly stiffened. Right. That thing. I closed my eyes and activated Druidic Insight inwardly. The sensation was deeply unpleasant. Roots of spiritual perception extended through my body, probing the strange presence hidden within my soul.

When I opened my eyes again, I realized I was sweating.

Mab immediately noticed my expression.

“How bad is it?”

I swallowed.

“It’s twice the size from before.”

Silence filled the library.

Mab let out a slow, tired sigh.

“I see.”

She sounded strangely calm about it, which somehow worried me more.

“The best thing we can do now is prepare,” she said quietly. “That means more training.”

I frowned. “Prepare for what exactly?”

“For the day the misfortune blooms.”

That sentence sounded unbelievably ominous.

Mab looked directly into my eyes.

“I’ll teach you everything I know,” she declared. “Every technique. Every secret. Everything I learned across both lives.”

There was determination in her voice now as she stepped closer and gently held my hand again.

“And when the day finally comes,” she whispered, “I hope you’ll be strong enough to come out victorious.”

            

    
        079 A Century

    
    
    
    
                I stood atop the surface of the ocean while the tides rolled beneath my feet. Ripples spread outward every time I shifted my weight, yet I never sank. One of the few useful things Mab drilled into me during her absurdly intense training was how to properly apply Nature’s Stride over unstable terrain. Water, mud, collapsing branches, drifting leaves? It no longer mattered. As long as there was something natural beneath me, I could stand upon it as though the world itself refused to let me fall.

It probably had something to do with unlocking the Circle of Aqua. Before that, trying to walk on water had ended with me being swallowed by half of the sea.

Unfortunately, some things simply refused to work for me.

Cultivators possessed a natural flight ability that allowed them to move through the heavens as though gravity had politely excused itself from existence. Their instant movement was even more ridiculous. One moment they stood before you, the next they appeared behind you like some badly balanced game mechanic. Mab spent decades trying to teach me both.

Nothing worked.

I had qi. I understood the theory. I could even imitate parts of the circulation process. Yet every attempt ended in failure so spectacular that Mab once dropped into the ocean laughing after I launched myself face-first into a mountain.

The lack of a core probably had something to do with it.

“My lord,” Mab said respectfully from behind me, “are you prepared?”

“I’m ready.”

Over a century had passed since Mab decided to personally teach me everything she knew regarding combat, cultivation theory, spells, survival, and warfare. A hundred years sounded unbelievable even inside my own head, yet immortality distorted the meaning of time into something soft and difficult to measure. Days blurred into decades. Decades vanished into routine.

And throughout all of it, the dark sun of misfortune inside me had continued to grow larger, denser, and hungrier.

I hid it from Mab.

The guilt of that sat heavily in my chest sometimes. She taught me sincerely. She trusted me sincerely. Yet every piece of knowledge she shared only accelerated the thing she feared most within me. Apparently, Mab could not actually see the dark sun. She merely knew of its existence because of whatever memories and regression nonsense she carried from a different timeline.

That realization alone terrified me.

Because if even Mab feared what lay beyond that black sun, then whatever bloomed from it had to be catastrophic.

Still, fear only motivated me harder.

If disaster truly awaited me someday, then I refused to remain weak when it arrived.

I occasionally found myself wondering what kind of relationship we once shared in whatever past timeline she remembered. The woman flirted with me far too naturally for us to have been strangers. Considering how attached she acted, I doubted we had merely been allies.

Mab smiled slowly.

“I must admit,” she purred, “I have been greatly anticipating this moment. I wish to see precisely how big your stuff has become after all my teaching.”

I stared at her.

“There are at least three different ways to interpret that sentence.”

“All of them intentional.”

Of course they were.

Despite appearances, Mab rarely spoke about our past together. Whenever conversations drifted too close toward that subject, she gently redirected them elsewhere. I respected her enough not to pry. Whatever memories she carried clearly weighed heavily upon her.

Mab extended one graceful hand toward me.

“You may now begin the demonstration, my lord.”

I raised my staff.

“Winter Sonata.”

The bottom of the staff struck the ocean with a heavy thump.

Frost exploded outward instantly.

The sea froze with terrifying speed as the Circle of Aqua stirred violently within me. Layers of crystalline ice expanded across the horizon while cold mist swallowed the air. The sound that followed resembled a distant sonata echoing across the ocean itself, soft and melancholic.

An enormous island of frost formed beneath me.

I lifted the staff again.

“Spring of Life.”

The Circle of Life and Circle of Forest surged together.

The frozen island trembled.

Then countless roots erupted upward from beneath the ice like awakening serpents. Verdant life burst forth violently as massive trees, flowering vines, and emerald vegetation consumed the frozen landscape. Thick roots wrapped around the island and elevated it several meters above the ocean surface.

Life bloomed in impossible abundance.

I exhaled slowly before casting again.

“Summer Bloom.”

Heat detonated outward.

The Circle of Sun and Circle of Flame roared within me as fiery flowers blossomed across the island. Petals made of living flame scattered into the air like drifting embers while unbearable heat melted enormous portions of the frost landscape. Steam exploded skyward in massive clouds.

Fire and life intertwined beautifully and destructively.

I landed atop one of the massive roots.

Then I spoke the final spell.

“Autumn Fall.”

The atmosphere changed instantly.

The Circle of Metal and Circle of Stone moved mercilessly through the surrounding life. Rust spread across the roots. Trees withered rapidly. Crimson decay crawled over the vegetation while cracks spread through the earth itself. Leaves blackened and fell apart into ash before they even touched the ground.

Everything aged, declined, and died.

These were the four strongest spells Mab taught me.

The Four Seasonal Cataclysms.

I descended slowly back toward the ocean surface while the ruined island collapsed behind me into steam, ash, and shattered frost.

Once my feet touched the water again, I looked toward Mab.

“What did you think?”

Mab clapped lightly.

“Very impressive, my lord. Especially the part where you waved the staff around.”

I deadpanned at her.

“Thank you.”

“I must say,” she continued shamelessly, “I have grown extremely fond of your staff over the years.”

I sighed.

“Please don’t make it weird.”

“That ship sailed a century ago.”

Fair point.

Mab walked toward me across the ocean before suddenly embracing me from behind. Her arms wrapped around my waist gently while her chin rested atop my shoulder.

This time, her voice lost its teasing tone.

“I am proud of you,” she said quietly. “Do you understand how long it took me to fully master those spells? Over a thousand years. Yet you learned them in merely one century.”

Her grip tightened slightly.

“Your talent is monstrous.”

I shook my head.

“It’s not talent. Most of this happened because of my stats and the powers I already possessed. I had advantages normal people don’t.”

Mab immediately pinched my cheek.

“You truly must stop speaking as though reality is still some sort of game.”

“Ow.”

“This world is real now,” she said softly. “People bleed. They suffer. They die. There are no convenient systems explaining existence through numbers. I know that you know this. I know that you try your best to overcome this kind of thinking, and I am proud of you for it. But, you must try harder.”

I rubbed my cheek while staring toward the distant horizon.

Mab’s training had genuinely been enjoyable despite how brutal it was. There were moments she pushed me so hard I thought she was actively trying to murder me. Occasionally, she actually admitted that she was. Still, somewhere along the way, those harsh years became strangely peaceful.

I glanced sideways toward her.

“Just how much do you actually know about me?”

Mab smiled faintly.

“Not enough.”

There was something unusually vulnerable in her eyes when she said that.

“If I had my way,” she murmured, “I would gladly learn far more about you.”

She rested her head lightly against my back.

“So tell me, my lord.”

The ocean breeze passed quietly around us.

“Could you share more of yourself with me?”

“I’d rather tell Old Black,” I admitted.

Mab blinked.

I scratched my cheek awkwardly before continuing, “I asked him a long time ago to listen to my stories and remember them for me. I think… he actually enjoys doing it. Or at least takes it seriously.”

Old Black had become something strangely important to me over the years. More than a spirit beast. More than some ancient snake lurking around the forest. He was effectively my living biography. Every memory I feared losing from Earth, every fading detail from my old life, every fragment of a world that no longer existed here? I entrusted them to him.

I appreciated the old snake for agreeing to something so personal.

The last thing I wanted was to betray that trust.

Mab puffed her cheeks slightly.

“No offense,” I told her carefully, “but there’s a first come, first serve basis happening here.”

“That is deeply unfair,” Mab complained.

“You’re immortal. Deal with it.”

She narrowed her eyes at me before suddenly brightening.

“I have an idea.”

That sentence immediately filled me with concern.

Mab pointed at herself proudly. “I also possess memory problems.”

“That isn’t something you should sound proud about.”

“Details.” She waved dismissively. “Since Old Black remembers things on your behalf, I shall also have him remember things on mine.”

I stared at her.

Mab continued confidently, “Therefore, every time you visit Old Black to tell him your stories, you must bring me along. Then I may hear your stories as well, and in exchange, you may hear mine.”

“That sounds incredibly burdensome for Old Black.”

Mab gasped dramatically. “You wound me. I am a delightful guest.”

“You once tried feeding him sea snakes while forgetting he’s a snake. Do you remember that visit? I mean disturbing a spirit beast immersed in cultivating like that is really low… I fell bad for Old Black…”

“He appreciated the thought.”

“He stared at you for three hours.”

“That was affection. Don’t be a crybaby.”

I rubbed my forehead.

Mab suddenly snapped her fingers.

“Then how about a journal?”

“A journal?”

“A shared diary,” she declared proudly. “You write your memories. I write mine. Then neither of us forget.”

I frowned thoughtfully.

“Diaries are supposed to be for new memories.”

Mab crossed her arms triumphantly. “Then we shall simply make new memories together and write those down too.”

I turned toward her fully then.

The ocean breeze carried strands of emerald hair across her face while her verdant eyes remained fixed on me. Her arms still wrapped firmly around my waist, warm despite the cold sea air surrounding us.

Mab tilted her head slightly.

“Is there a problem?”

I looked at her quietly for a moment.

“There’s a lot,” I admitted honestly. “But I try to focus on the bright side.”

Mab froze.

Her eyes widened slightly.

For some incomprehensible reason, her entire face turned violently red.

“B-Bright side? Y-you didn’t mean.., me, right?”

“Um, no?”

“DUMMY!”

The next instant, she released me, transformed into her Winter Season form with flashing blue hair, and immediately dove beneath the ocean like a fleeing fish.

I stared at the bubbling water.

“…What did I do?”

No answer came.

Women were terrifying.

After waiting a few minutes and receiving no sign of her resurfacing, I decided to leave her alone. Mab would eventually find me herself once she recovered from whatever emotional catastrophe I apparently triggered.

I returned toward the forest.

The familiar greenery welcomed me almost immediately as Nature’s Stride carried me effortlessly through roots, branches, and moss-covered terrain. The ancient woods had changed little throughout the centuries. Trees towered impossibly high while spiritual energy drifted lazily through the air like invisible mist.

Eventually, I arrived at a familiar treehouse nestled between several colossal trunks.

A certain dragon mother and son lived there.

The window creaked open.

Tao Wolong peeked out suspiciously before leaping from the treehouse and landing in front of me with surprising grace.

The boy stared at me.

“What do you want?”

I immediately grinned.

“Tao Wolong, it’s been ten years since I last saw you and you still barely reach above my waist.”

The boy’s face twisted in outrage instantly.

“I am a late bloomer!” he snapped furiously. “Dragons mature differently from humans!”

“That sounds like short person propaganda.”

“I am not short!”

“You’re aggressively compact.”

“I WILL GROW!”

I nodded solemnly. “Of course you will.”

“That tone makes me want to bite you.”

“Your mother already threatened that centuries ago. You’ll need fresher material.”

Tao Wolong glared at me with murderous frustration.

Another head peeked from the treehouse.

Zhen Ai smiled warmly upon spotting me.

“Sage Wo Li,” she greeted, “how goes your seclusion?”

“Perfectly,” I replied cheerfully. “Just finished the entire course. Now I finally have more free time for myself.”

Zhen Ai’s eyes widened slightly.

“You completed Lady Mab’s teachings?”

“Survived is probably the more accurate word.”

“That bad?”

“She once dropped a mountain on me because I failed a theory question.”

Tao Wolong crossed his arms smugly. “That sounds deserved.”

“Traitor.”

Zhen Ai laughed softly before speaking again.

“The letters have piled up somewhat. Two more arrived since your last visit.”

“Really?”

I immediately leaped upward toward the treehouse while Tao Wolong grumbled something beneath his breath about showing off. Inside, the familiar scent of tea and wood greeted me. Zhen Ai retrieved several letters carefully tied together before also handing me three jade containers.

“The Willow Order delivered these as promised,” she explained.

I opened one container curiously.

Water-attribute pills.

All three this time.

Without hesitation, I swallowed them one after another.

A cool sensation spread throughout my body immediately. The Circle of Aqua within me stirred gently as refreshing spiritual energy flowed through my body. Compared to Mab’s training, consuming pills felt almost relaxing.

I exhaled softly before turning toward the letters.

I decided to read Li Ming’s first.

The moment I opened the letter, her energetic personality practically exploded from the paper.

“Honored Sage Wo Li!

I hope this letter finds you alive and not buried beneath another mountain Lady Mab dropped on top of you during training. I still maintain that your survival instincts are terrifying.

My alchemy studies continue progressing wonderfully! Master says I finally stopped producing pills capable of poisoning entire villages, which I consider tremendous improvement. Last month, I successfully refined a fourth-grade spirit pill without causing an explosion. Everyone celebrated so enthusiastically that you would think I had ascended to immortality.

My cultivation has also increased greatly. I recently reached the peak of the Foundation Establishment! Unfortunately, I have become somewhat stuck afterward. Advancement feels frustratingly slow now. I spend most days either studying herbs, cultivating, or staring dramatically out windows while contemplating existence.

It is unbelievably boring.

Please visit me occasionally so something interesting can happen again.

Oh! Willow sent a letter this time as well. She specifically requested that I include it together with mine. The owl sounded extremely important while asking, so naturally I became curious. Sadly, she refused to reveal anything.

I suspect she believes herself mysterious.

She absolutely does not succeed.

Please take care of yourself, Sage. Despite your alarming tendency to attract disasters, many people still worry about you.

Respectfully,
Li Ming.”

Huh?

I opened Willow’s letter next.

The parchment smelled faintly of leaves and rainwater for some reason. Considering the sender, that honestly tracked.

“Wo Li!

I DID IT!

I FINALLY REACHED NASCENT SOUL!

HAHAHAHAHAHA!

OLD BLACK CAN SUCK ON A ROCK!

I TOLD THAT STUPID SNAKE I WOULD NOT FALL BEHIND HIM FOREVER! HE KEPT GIVING ME THAT ANNOYING ‘WISE ELDER’ LOOK EVERY TIME I FAILED A BREAKTHROUGH! WELL LOOK WHO’S LAUGHING NOW!

ME!

IT’S ME!

…Though admittedly, I nearly exploded twice.

And apparently my bloodline reacted strangely during the breakthrough. The Willow Order elders said I need proper seclusion to stabilize my cultivation and contemplate my inherited lineage memories. Honestly, I barely understood half the things they explained because I was too busy celebrating.

Apparently, I’ll be hibernating for quite some time.

HIBERNATING!

I SOUND SO COOL!

The others keep saying Nascent Soul is a major turning point for spirit beasts and demon cultivators. Some strange instincts already started appearing. I suddenly understand weather patterns better, and I bit someone for touching my feathers.

Not my fault.

Anyway, once I emerge from seclusion, I fully intend to challenge Old Black to a duel just so I can watch his smug face crack.

Please tell him that.

Actually no, don’t.

I want it to be dramatic.

Also, congratulations on surviving Lady Mab for another decade. Frankly, your continued existence is inspirational.

Your greatest and most talented feathered companion,
Willow.”

I burst out laughing halfway through the letter, surprised at how energetic she sounded. I almost thought it was Roo who was talking to me with how much screaming I felt on the piece of paper.

“She really hates losing to Old Black,” I muttered.

Zhen Ai smiled faintly while preparing tea nearby.

“She speaks about him constantly.”

“That poor snake.”

I folded the letter carefully before opening Xing Ning’s next.

Compared to Willow’s chaotic excitement, the handwriting here looked far sharper and cleaner.

“Sage Wo Li,

The Willow Order continues assigning guards to watch me.

At this point, I have begun treating it as a personal game.

Yesterday, I escaped surveillance for six hours by disguising myself as a corpse and hiding inside a funeral procession. The disciples searching for me apologized to the grieving family three separate times before realizing I was not actually dead.

I consider that a victory.

Honestly, the sect elders grow more ridiculous every year. Half of them look at me like I am some priceless treasure, while the other half seem terrified I might suddenly explode and summon ghosts again.

To be fair, that only happened twice.

My life still feels absurd sometimes.

A century ago, I was merely trying to survive. Now I possess resources, status, cultivation manuals, personal guards, and elders arguing over my future. I remain uncertain whether I should feel grateful or deeply alarmed.

Perhaps both.

Still, I am mostly fine.

Though I wish you visited more often.

The sect remains painfully dull without someone around who understands how ridiculous everything has become.

On a more positive note, I created a new swordsmanship style recently.

I based it around my ghost constitution.

The style focuses on deceptive trajectories, unstable killing intent, spiritual afterimages, and delayed manifestations of sword qi. Even several elders admitted they struggled reading my attacks properly.

One old man called it ‘psychologically infuriating.’

I took that as praise.

I think I can beat mother, soon. Don’t tell her that.

When next we meet, I shall demonstrate my new swordsmanship personally.

Your friend,
Xing Ning.”

I smiled quietly after finishing.

“I’m glad he’s doing fine.”

There was genuine relief in that statement.

Out of everyone, Xing Ning had suffered some of the cruelest twists of fate early on. Seeing him gradually build confidence instead of drowning beneath fear and paranoia felt… nice.

I reached for Guo Yimu’s letter.

The moment I unfolded it, I nearly went blind from the sheer aggression of the handwriting.

“SAGE WO LI!!!!

HELP ME!!!!

I AM ABOUT TO BE MARRIED!!!!

I DO NOT WISH TO BE MARRIED!!!!

I WOULD RATHER BECOME A MONK!!!!

PLEASE SAVE ME FROM THIS TRAGIC DESTINY!!!!

THERE ARE TOO MANY RULES!!!!

TOO MANY CEREMONIES!!!!

EVERYONE KEEPS SMILING AT ME LIKE I AM SOME SORT OF SACRIFICIAL PIG!!!!

I CANNOT EVEN ESCAPE BECAUSE MY FATHER POSTED GUARDS OUTSIDE MY ROOM!!!!

THIS IS TYRANNY!!!!

I WOULD MUCH RATHER—”

The next section had been aggressively smeared over with thick black ink.

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously.

“Oh no.”

With a flick of my fingers, hydrokinesis carefully pulled apart the wet remnants of ink without damaging the parchment beneath.

The hidden words slowly resurfaced.

“I WOULD MUCH RATHER REMAIN SINGLE SO I COULD CONTINUE FOOLING AROUND WITH BEAUTIFUL WOMEN WITHOUT RESPONSIBILITY—”

I snorted loudly.

“Hah~! Same old, same old.”

Further below, the normal writing resumed.

“THE WORST PART IS THAT THE WOMAN I AM MARRYING IS APPARENTLY THE MOST BEAUTIFUL PRINCESS OF ANOTHER KINGDOM!!!!

DO YOU UNDERSTAND HOW STRESSFUL THIS IS?!

SHE IS SO PRETTY THAT HALF THE YOUNG MASTERS IN THE REGION WANTED HER HAND IN MARRIAGE!

AND FOR SOME REASON SHE IS COMPLETELY INFATUATED WITH ME!

ME!!!!

I DO NOT EVEN UNDERSTAND WHAT I DID!

NOW EVERY OTHER SUITOR LOOKS AT ME LIKE THEY WANT TO STAB ME IN A DARK ALLEY FOR STEALING THEIR DREAM WOMAN THROUGH MY DEVASTATING CHARMS!

I FEAR FOR MY LIFE, WO LI!!!!

IF I DIE, KNOW THAT IT WAS BECAUSE I WAS TOO HANDSOME!!!!

YOUR TRAGIC FRIEND,
GUO YIMU!!!!”

I stared at the letter in silence.

Then at the enclosed portrait.

“…Damn.”

The princess really was beautiful. She have long dark hair, elegant eyes, and regal posture. It was the kind of beauty that could genuinely start wars in cultivation stories. I immediately understood Guo Yimu’s panic.

“That idiot’s going to get assassinated,” I muttered.

Tao Wolong peeked over my shoulder.

“She looks terrifying.”

“She looks expensive.”

“That too.”

I reached toward the remaining pile before pausing abruptly.

“…Wait.”

I blinked.

There was another letter.

My eyes widened slightly upon recognizing the sender.

“Roo?”

I looked toward Zhen Ai in confusion.

“What’s this about?”

Zhen Ai covered her mouth politely, clearly trying not to laugh.

“Roo recently learned how to write properly,” she explained. “As practice, he wished to send you a letter.”

I suddenly felt an inexplicable sense of danger.

Slowly, I opened it.

The handwriting looked enormous and violently uneven.

“WO LI!!!!

I CHALLENGE YOU TO A MOST PASSIONATE EXCHANGE OF MANLINESS!!!!

OUR BATTLE SHALL SHAKE THE HEAVENS AND SPLIT THE EARTH!!!!

TO MAKE THINGS MORE INTERESTING, WE MUST WAGER SOMETHING IMPORTANT!!!!

I WAGER MY FIRSTBORN SON!!!!

THAT IS HOW MUCH I BELIEVE IN MYSELF!!!!

IF YOU LOSE, YOU MUST ALSO GIVE ME YOUR FIRSTBORN SON!!!!

THAT IS TRUE MANLINESS!!!!

PREPARE YOURSELF!!!!

ROO!!!!”

I stared at the letter, reread it, and read it again hoping I hallucinated.

“What the hell, you damn kangaroo?”

Tao Wolong nearly collapsed laughing. Even Zhen Ai lost composure and started wheezing quietly into her sleeve. I rubbed my forehead with one hand before finally reaching toward the last letter. The seal belonged to the Willow Order.

Unlike the others, this one felt considerably heavier.

I opened it carefully.

“To Sage Wo Li,

I hope this letter finds you well.

After extensive investigation and several successful intelligence operations, the Willow Order has uncovered new information regarding the leadership structure of the Dark Order.

More importantly, an opportunity to strike them directly has recently presented itself.

One of their high-ranking operatives is expected to attend a covert gathering within the southern territories approximately six months from now. Our spies believe this meeting may involve multiple core members connected to their command hierarchy.

This is the closest we have come in decades toward identifying the true upper leadership of the organization.

The sect masters and elders are currently discussing mobilization.

Given your previous involvement and experience concerning the Dark Order, we respectfully request your presence for this operation.

Additional details shall be provided upon your arrival.

Respectfully,Li Qing,
Archon of the Willow Order.”

            

    
        080 Awakening of the Serpent

    
    
    
    
                ‘Old Black’ was a name given to him by a certain curious owl.

Even now, after so many years, he still remembered the first time she stumbled into his territory. At the time, she had been little more than a ball of gray feathers with oversized golden eyes and an annoying lack of fear. She perched atop a dead branch while staring at him with blatant curiosity, despite the fact that he had already coiled himself around the tree and bared his fangs.

“Have you been to the human world?” the little owl asked excitedly. “What was it like? Were the cities truly bigger than mountains? Did humans really build rivers made of stone?”

Her tiny claws gripped the branch tighter as she leaned forward.

“And… are you truly the last of your kind?”

The question made the black serpent’s eyes narrow dangerously.

At the time, he had been in no mood for idle chatter.

“Another word,” he hissed coldly, “and I will swallow you whole.”

The owl puffed her feathers indignantly. “You’re very rude.”

He had no idea what a spark-touched owl was doing in that part of the wilderness. The forest back then had been filled with ignorant beasts that knew only instinct and hunger. None possessed wisdom. None possessed civilization. They killed, ate, bred, and died like animals were meant to.

It had not been long since he left the Emerald Verdant Forest.

Even now, the memory left bitterness inside him.

His cultivation had suffered greatly because of that decision. There had been times he nearly returned, only for his pride to stop him at the last moment. He had been stubborn then, too stubborn to admit that he missed the place.

Mostly, he missed the Old Turtle.

The old sacred beast had been the closest thing he ever had to a father. The Old Turtle used to laugh in that slow and ancient manner of his whenever he spoke nonsense. “I have always felt a turtle’s soul within you,” the old sacred beast once said. “Slow to trust. Slow to anger. Yet once you choose something, you carry it for life.”

The Old Turtle had taken him in when he was still weak and ignorant. In return, the black serpent looked after the old sacred beast with absolute loyalty.

Unlike most beasts within the Emerald Verdant Forest, the Old Turtle had once been a true powerhouse at the Nascent Soul realm. Entire regions respected him. Lesser beasts worshipped him like a guardian deity. He had been enormous beyond belief, a living mountain resting beneath the lake.

Yet he could have grown even stronger.

He could have lived far longer.

If only he had been selfish.

“The world is declining,” the Old Turtle once murmured while gazing toward the heavens. “The qi grows thinner with every passing century. If I continue to grow, this domain will suffer beneath the burden.”

At the time, the black serpent did not understand those words.

The Old Turtle had already been dying then.

Some ancient injury lingered within him, hidden beneath that vast shell and gentle smile. Eventually, the old sacred beast gave up resisting. He allowed the injury to consume him peacefully, like a candle finally burning out after enduring countless storms.

The entire Emerald Verdant Forest mourned his death.

And shortly afterward, the black serpent left.

Names meant little among beasts. Even among sapient beasts, names were often unnecessary. Titles, scents, bloodlines, and spiritual signatures carried greater meaning.

Even “Old Turtle” had never truly been a name.

Yet somehow, the little owl insisted on calling him “Old Black.”

Worse, the name spread.

The owl returned often after their first meeting, always noisier than before. Every few years, she would proudly show off her newest breakthrough before pestering him endlessly.

“Look! I can fly for three days straight now!”

“Look! My feathers changed!”

“Look! I learned a new human word!”

Without fail, he would drive her away.

“Leave.”

“You are noisy.”

“Go bother someone else.”

Unfortunately, the owl never listened.

Over time, the wild forest began calling him Old Black as well, and the culprit behind it all was naturally that infuriating owl.

He finally discovered the extent of her nonsense decades later.

Hidden within a clearing, the owl stood atop a massive stone while surrounded by dozens of ignorant beasts. Wolves, foxes, boars, deer, monkeys, even rabbits gathered around her like disciples listening to a great teacher.

She was teaching them stories about the Emerald Verdant Forest, things like cultivation, and even the possibility of enlightenment.

All beasts possessed unique languages tied to their species. Wolves understood wolves. Birds understood birds. Serpents understood serpents. Communication between species was crude and instinctive unless one awakened true intelligence.

Yet somehow, the owl had bypassed that limitation entirely.

She taught them through bloodline resonance.

It was a technique unique to the sapient beasts of the Emerald Verdant Forest, something refined across countless generations. Even more unbelievable was the fact that she taught it to beasts that had not even awakened their spark.

The sight enraged him instantly.

He nearly crushed her on the spot.

The owl had already reached Core Formation by then. She was no longer little, though compared to him, she still looked tiny.

“You foolish bird!” Old Black roared furiously. “Do not use my name to frighten these beasts into listening to your lectures!”

Several rabbits nearly fainted in terror.

The owl flapped her wings indignantly. “I only said Old Black would eat anyone who skipped lessons!”

“That does not improve matters!”

The gathered beasts trembled harder.

The owl clicked her beak before continuing stubbornly, “Everyone deserves a chance at enlightenment! If the Emerald Verdant Forest could thrive together, why can’t this forest?”

“Because these beasts are ignorant.”

“They won’t stay ignorant forever!”

“You are creating chaos.”

“I am creating opportunity!”

The owl had always loved human books. She collected them obsessively from dead cultivators, abandoned ruins, and stolen caravans. In Old Black’s eyes, those books poisoned her mind with naïve ideals and dangerous dreams.

The ignorant should not wield power.

Whenever fools gained strength, innocent lives suffered first. Those were lessons the Old Turtle taught him long ago. Unfortunately, reality soon proved him right. A demonic beast was born within the forest.

It had once been an ordinary tiger.

Then cultivation twisted it.

The creature devoured everything in its path while growing stronger at a horrifying speed. By the time anyone realized the danger, the beast had already reached Core Formation.

It was enormous.

Its body towered over trees like a walking hill of striped muscle and blood-soaked fur. Black demonic qi leaked constantly from its jaws while madness burned within its crimson eyes.

The slaughter lasted for months.

In the end, it took both the owl and the serpent to bring the monster down.

Even then, victory nearly cost them their lives.

The tiger was stronger than either of them individually. The owl’s wings were torn apart during the battle, while Old Black lost several scales alongside half the flesh around his tail. If not for his cunning, they would have died there.

He still remembered luring the tiger toward a canyon filled with human cultivators.

Greedy fools.

They came seeking treasures after hearing rumors about demon beasts and ancient inheritances hidden within the forest. Instead, Old Black used them as bait.

The tiger descended upon them like a natural disaster.

Screams echoed across the canyon as cultivators died one after another, desperately exhausting their techniques to survive. Spiritual treasures shattered. Flying swords broke. Blood soaked the earth.

While the tiger fed upon the chaos below, the owl attacked from the skies.

Then Old Black struck from beneath.

Together, they dragged the wounded demonic beast into the prepared trap and buried it beneath a collapsing mountain.

Even now, he still remembered the owl lying beside him afterward, bloodied feathers scattered across the ruined earth while laughing weakly toward the sky.

“We won,” she said proudly.

Old Black merely closed his eyes.

No.

They had merely survived the consequences of her foolishness.

Since being taken in by the Old Turtle, he had been taught countless philosophies about survival. The world of beasts was cruel. The heavens were crueler. Mercy existed only for the strong.

The Old Turtle taught him how to hunt without wasting energy. How to conceal killing intent. How to wait patiently beneath muddy waters for days until prey lowered its guard. He taught him when to retreat, when to strike, and when to abandon pride for survival.

“Victory is victory,” the Old Turtle once said lazily while basking beneath the sun. “Only fools care about appearances after death.”

By nature, Old Black was cruel.

By nurture, Old Black became cunning.

Those traits defined him for most of his life.

And eventually, even the foolish owl who caused so much chaos came seeking his guidance.

After the incident with the demonic tiger, the owl finally understood the consequences of reckless idealism and she became obsessed with the idea of the Natural Order. Though she never abandoned her optimism entirely, she began tempering it with caution.

To his surprise, she even repented sincerely.

“I was wrong,” the owl admitted one night while perched beside his lake. “I thought giving everyone power would naturally make things better.”

Old Black snorted. “Power only reveals what already exists inside someone.”

The owl lowered her head slightly.

“So… teach me.”

At first, he refused.

Then she returned the next day.

And the next.

And the next.

Eventually, he relented simply because her persistence became unbearable. That was how their strange friendship truly began. A flood of memories surfaced within Old Black’s mind as he slept beneath the earth.

He remembered the day he finally accepted the ridiculous name she gave him.

The owl had been quieter than usual that night.

Instead of rambling endlessly, she simply stared toward the moon with distant eyes before suddenly speaking.

“You know,” she murmured softly, “I got kicked out of the Emerald Verdant Forest too.”

Old Black opened one eye slightly, never admitting that he left on his own terms.

The owl laughed bitterly.

“It happened because I let a human in.”

She scratched awkwardly at the bark beneath her claws before continuing.

“I was curious. He wasn’t afraid of beasts, and he spoke strangely. So I learned his language. Then I talked to him. Then I learned about him.”

Her feathers puffed slightly in embarrassment.

“And eventually, he tricked me.”

Old Black could already guess the outcome.

The owl sighed heavily.

“Soon afterward, cultivators flooded into the forest calling it a secret realm. They came looking for treasures, inheritances, sacred beasts… all kinds of nonsense. The chiefs of the three tribes fought them alongside representatives from the Beast Court and mysterious cultivators from the nearby village. A lot of beasts died protecting the forest.”

“And you were blamed,” Old Black concluded.

The owl nodded silently.

“The chiefs exiled me.”

For a while, neither of them spoke.

Everyone carried stories, and some with regrets.

The owl was no exception.

Years later, another disaster struck the forest they lived in together. A plague spread through the wilderness without warning. Beasts weakened. Some went mad. Others died rotting beside rivers and caves. Panic spread faster than the disease itself.

Many believed the forest was doomed, yet it was the owl who stepped forward.

She used scraps of medical knowledge gathered from stolen human books and fragmented memories from wandering healers. She quarantined the sick away from healthy beasts, identified poisonous water sources, and searched tirelessly for medicinal herbs.

For weeks, she barely rested.

Even Old Black assisted her silently from the shadows. Some beasts survived only because the owl force-fed medicine into their mouths herself. When the plague finally ended, the entire forest looked at her differently.

That was the day she gained her title.

Wise Owl.

Much later in life, she encountered a mysterious sage, a strange pointy-eared human who eventually gave her another name.

Willow.

Old Black slowly opened his eyes. The storm of memories faded gradually like ripples settling upon still water. He remained within his cave. Time had become strange after reaching higher realms of cultivation. Sometimes he slept for months. Sometimes years. He would awaken briefly before returning to slumber once more.

Occasionally, visitors came. Most often, it was Sage Wo Li. Other times, it was the mysterious woman called Mab, the former master of the Emerald Verdant Forest.

“Who goes there?” Old Black asked calmly.

“It’s me,” Sage Wo Li replied cheerfully. “Just checking up on you, buddy. I’m not disturbing you, right?”

Beside him stood Queen Mab herself.

Unlike before, the ancient spirit looked genuinely pleased.

“Congratulations, little snake,” she said with a smile. “You’ve succeeded.”

Old Black instinctively attempted to rise, but he stumbled awkwardly. Something felt wrong amd different. He looked downward and froze completely. He had limbs. Human limbs. Also, his skin, was a different shade of black, which was weird.

“What…?” His voice trembled slightly. “W-What happened to me? Where’s my beautiful scales?”

Mab folded her arms elegantly.

“It is the Enlightenment of the Six Paths,” she explained. “Your shape can no longer hold you back. Whether it is Heaven, Asura, Human, Beast, Ghost, or Hell, you may now walk among them freely.”

Her emerald eyes gleamed faintly.

“And should you successfully traverse those paths and overcome fate itself, you may even qualify for the title of Sage.”

She paused briefly before shrugging.

“Of course, that is less impressive once you realize it involves traveling across three worlds while surviving destiny’s attempts to kill you.”

Old Black swallowed nervously.

“I don’t know about becoming a Sage,” he admitted honestly. “I just want to become stronger.”

Wo Li tilted his head slightly.

“And why do you want strength so badly?”

Old Black remained silent for several moments, and answered quietly.

“One day… I want to fix the disorder of this world.”

Even speaking the ambition aloud felt absurd.

“The qi continues declining. Domains weaken. Lands decay. If this continues long enough, cultivation itself may disappear.”

His fists clenched unconsciously.

“I want to stop that.”

Wo Li stared at him briefly before smiling warmly.

“That sounds ridiculously difficult,” the sage admitted. “But hey, you’ve got my support every day.”

Mab nodded thoughtfully.

“Also,” she added casually, “the name ‘Old Black’ feels somewhat lacking now.”

Old Black blinked.

“You may require something closer to a human name moving forward.”

The newly ascended sacred beast hesitated awkwardly before glancing toward Wo Li.

“Then… could you give me one?”

Wo Li grinned immediately.

“Sure. But first, show us your true form.”

Old Black took a single step forward and the world blurred. Instantly, he appeared outside the cave. Cold mountain wind brushed against his skin. He looked down briefly and realized he was completely naked. Neither Wo Li nor Mab seemed bothered.

“So this is Nascent Soul…” Old Black murmured softly while flexing his fingers.

Wo Li whistled loudly.

“Damn. That movement technique was smooth.”

Mab nodded in agreement.

“Indeed. Even I am impressed.”

Old Black closed his eyes slowly as he reached inward. Power surged from the depths of his being like a tidal wave breaking free from ancient restraints. Spiritual pressure exploded outward, shaking mountains and bending clouds.

When he opened his eyes once more, his vision split strangely.

Or rather, he now possessed two perspectives.

Above the mountain floated a black turtle whose shell resembled a fragment of night itself. Ancient runes shimmered faintly across its body while monstrous spiritual pressure radiated from every breath.

Wrapped around the turtle was an equally enormous black serpent.

The snake’s golden eyes burned like twin suns.

Wo Li stared upward for several seconds as he pointed dramatically toward the sky.

“HOLY SHIT!” he shouted at full volume. “THAT’S A VERY COOL TURTLE!”

For the first time in many years, Old Black felt genuinely embarrassed.

            

    
        081 Fate of a Spy

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Yuan Tao]

The Yellow River Continent was a land swallowed by gray skies and dying rivers. Ancient battlefields littered the wilderness, while abandoned sects stood like corpses left to rot beneath the heavens. It was a continent that had forgotten prosperity long ago, and perhaps because of that, it suited the Dark Order perfectly.

Within a hidden palace buried beneath a mountain range devoid of life, three figures gathered around a black stone table. The air itself felt heavy from the pressure leaking from their bodies. Every one of them stood at the Immortal Realm, beings capable of shaking continents and many domains.

The first to speak was Hao Lei.

“What exactly are we supposed to do about the Earthly Heart Continent?” Hao Lei asked in a tired voice while rubbing his temple. “Every operation we conduct there ends in failure. We lose manpower, resources, and influence, yet the Willow Order continues to obstruct us at every turn.”

Hao Lei appeared to be a pale young man dressed entirely in black robes. Thick eye bags rested beneath his eyes, giving him the appearance of someone who had not slept for centuries. Despite his youthful appearance, he had already lived for more than ten thousand years. He was a native of the Yellow River Continent and one of the Dark Order’s founding leaders.

His expertise in divination and forbidden arts had earned him a place within the organization. Among the three, he was the one most skilled at manipulating fate and uncovering hidden secrets. Unfortunately for him, recent events had made his abilities appear increasingly unreliable.

“That sounds more like your failure than ours,” Geng Chen said coldly. “If you had been more thorough when selecting people for the field operations, things would not have become this disastrous.”

She sat across from him dressed in flowing white robes that contrasted sharply against the dark hall. Geng Chen possessed extraordinary beauty, though her expression carried little warmth. Unlike Hao Lei, she originated from the Heavenly Star Continent, a place where ancient clans and immortal sects still retained fragments of their former glory.

She had joined the Dark Order because of her overwhelming personal strength. Even among Immortals, she stood near the peak. Having lived for over twenty thousand years, her experience vastly exceeded Hao Lei’s.

Hao Lei frowned immediately.

“Did you even read the reports?” he snapped. “The situation in the Earthly Heart Continent changed completely beyond our expectations. If you think the task was so simple, perhaps you should have gone personally.”

Geng Chen snickered softly.

“And clean up your mess for you?” she asked mockingly. “I already produced stellar results while invading one of the domains in the Heavenly Star Continent. Meanwhile, your plans continue collapsing one after another.”

Hao Lei exhaled sharply before forcing down his irritation.

“My apologies,” he said flatly. “I nearly forgot that Senior Geng Chen possesses over twenty thousand years of wisdom. If you are truly so capable, perhaps you should have handled the matter yourself from the beginning.”

The temperature in the hall plummeted.

A terrifying burst of qi exploded outward before either Immortal could continue. The pressure alone distorted the surrounding space, silencing both of them instantly.

“No one here is at fault,” an old man said calmly. “The discrepancy in our intelligence can be attributed either to fate working against us... or perhaps to my underestimation of the Willow Order.”

The speaker was Yuan Tao.

Unlike the other two, Yuan Tao looked every bit his age. His white hair flowed down his back like silver threads, while deep wrinkles marked his weathered face. Yet the aura surrounding him resembled a boundless abyss. Even Hao Lei and Geng Chen unconsciously lowered their gazes slightly in his presence.

Long ago, Yuan Tao had once belonged to the Willow Order.

He had served them faithfully as an Immortal before eventually betraying the organization. He had revealed their hidden territories, secret archives, and sensitive intelligence to another hidden force, causing immense damage that the Willow Order never fully recovered from. After abandoning them, Yuan Tao pursued his own ambitions in secrecy.

For thousands of years, he traveled the world gathering information regarding ancient immortals and forgotten ruins. While the current cultivation world continued declining, Yuan Tao searched desperately for remnants of the Age of Supremacy.

He refused to believe humanity had always been this weak.

The ancient records spoke of cultivators capable of splitting stars, overturning seas, and ascending beyond the heavens themselves. Somewhere along history, the world had declined. Spiritual qi weakened. Inheritances vanished. Entire realms of power became myths.

Yuan Tao believed the answer lay within the mysterious Dark Age.

That forgotten era remained one of the greatest taboos in existence. Most historical records regarding it had either been destroyed or intentionally erased. Yet one ancient immortal still possessed clues regarding that age.

Lu Jing.

Even after tens of thousands of years, Yuan Tao still remembered the terrifying ferocity of that man. If anyone retained answers regarding the fall of the ancient world, it would be Lu Jing.

And if they could uncover the secrets behind the Dark Age, perhaps they could restore the world to the glory of the Age of Supremacy.

That was Yuan Tao’s greatest wish.

He wanted to break the chains of fate itself.

The heavens claimed cultivators should accept destiny, endure suffering, and submit themselves before cosmic order. Yuan Tao rejected that completely. The world had suffered endlessly already. Entire generations lived and died in weakness while spiritual qi continued fading with every passing era.

If suffering was inevitable, then humanity deserved the power to resist.

And if gods truly existed somewhere beyond the heavens, then they had utterly failed this world.

Yuan Tao slowly looked toward his two companions.

“I thank both of you for answering my call,” he said solemnly. “In this era of declining qi, only people like us possess the courage to take drastic measures in order to set the world right again.”

Neither Hao Lei nor Geng Chen interrupted him.

“The Willow Order will continue obstructing our path,” Yuan Tao continued. “However, they are merely a shell of their former glory. Their Immortals have either vanished or disappeared into hiding. Their Soul Transformation experts have all perished, whether by my hands or by the hands of other cultivators.”

A cold smile appeared on his face.

“They may have miraculously gained the protection of a single Immortal, but he stands alone. Meanwhile, our numbers continue growing.”

Yuan Tao’s eyes gleamed with dangerous ambition.

He had already begun preparations to resurrect ancient Immortals and recruit them into the Dark Order. Ideally, by the end of next year, two more Immortals would join their ranks. Unfortunately, local powers across the continents continued interfering with his operations, making every step more troublesome than expected.

The failure within the Earthly Heart Continent especially irritated him.

The Immortal he intended to install as the public leader and figurehead of the Dark Order had died far too quickly. Years of preparation vanished in an instant.

Still, Yuan Tao had not lost hope.

“In one year,” Yuan Tao declared, “we will commence the operation to uproot the Willow Order completely from this world.”

At Yuan Tao’s declaration, Hao Lei immediately frowned.

“I still believe we are underestimating the risks within the Earthly Heart Continent,” Hao Lei said while folding his arms beneath his sleeves. “There is a reason that place remained largely untouched for so long. The Fairy Queen still exists there. If she interferes personally, none of us would possess the power to stop her.”

The underground hall became quieter afterward.

Even Geng Chen’s expression dimmed slightly at the mention of that name, though the change vanished almost immediately as she laughed dismissively.

“The Fairy Queen?” Geng Chen scoffed. “That ancient monster has not appeared for over a hundred thousand years. Why would she suddenly emerge now? Personally, I still believe we should have marched directly into the Earthly Heart Continent from the beginning, uprooted the Willow Order entirely, and seized every treasure hidden within their territory.”

Hao Lei narrowed his eyes.

“That recklessness is exactly why the Heavenly Star Continent nearly collapsed into civil war after your invasion.”

“And yet I succeeded,” Geng Chen replied calmly. "Don't get ahead of yourself, Hao Lei. I know your kind of people. You'd betray us if it meant achieving your goals. A cold-hearted and logic-driven man like you won't stall if it means achieving something. I refuse to believe that your failures are like what you advertise them, failures."

Yuan Tao ignored the brewing argument and quietly contemplated the matter himself.

He had indeed read records regarding the Fairy Queen during his time within the Willow Order. Ancient scriptures described her as a transcendent existence revered almost like a divine sage. Legends claimed she protected the Earthly Heart Continent personally and had once suppressed calamities capable of destroying entire civilizations.

However, Yuan Tao had never once met her.

Not even when he served the Willow Order as one of their Immortals.

After sixty thousand years of life, he found it increasingly difficult to believe the Fairy Queen truly existed. Most likely, she was merely a fabricated legend created to intimidate outsiders from targeting the Earthly Heart Continent.

Compared to a phantom hidden in ancient records, another existence concerned him far more.

The Sage.

Wo Li.

That man’s rise had happened too quickly and too strangely. Every report regarding him contradicted common sense. A cultivator reaching such heights within such a short period should have been impossible in the current era of declining qi.

And yet he existed.

Even Yuan Tao could not fully discern the depths of that mysterious Sage.

…

..

.

[POV: Kang Wen]

Before the discussion could continue further, another presence hidden deep within the chamber trembled slightly.

Far beyond the walls of the underground palace, Kang Wen suppressed his breathing completely while remaining fused within the stone itself.

No.

Not merely his breathing.

His heart had stopped entirely.

Even his blood no longer circulated.

Kang Wen remained hidden inside the wall like a corpse buried within stone. Only the faintest thread of consciousness remained active as the dark seed embedded within his body sustained him artificially.

It had taken him more than a century to reach this point.

Over a hundred years ago, Kang Wen had been captured and enslaved by the Dark Order. At first, he served merely as disposable muscle sent into dangerous operations. Later, after proving useful, he climbed higher into their ranks and eventually became a direct servant operating within their inner territories.

Throughout all those years, he remained patient.

He gathered information constantly while pretending absolute loyalty.

His rise into the Nascent Soul Realm during the past century greatly helped his position within the organization. Ironically, much of that growth came from the very dark arts the Dark Order forced him to cultivate, alongside the cursed seed implanted into his body.

Kang Wen hated every second of it.

Still, he endured.

Not once did he forget his mission.

Only recently had he finally managed to send a message back home regarding the location of the Dark Order’s main headquarters. That alone already made the risk worthwhile.

But today…?

Today was beyond anything he expected.

Three Immortals.

No...

Five.

Kang Wen’s mind shook violently as he listened to their conversation.

And worse still, they were preparing an operation against Sage Wo Li himself.

The Willow Order needed to know immediately.

If calculations remained correct, the Willow Order was likely preparing a full assault against this base already. Unfortunately, activating their long-range warp formation would require at least three years of preparation.

Meanwhile, the Dark Order possessed direct access to a teleportation formation connected to the Earthly Heart Continent.

That difference alone could decide the war.

Within the chamber, the Immortals continued discussing preparations.

“We should prioritize relocating the resurrection sites first,” Hao Lei said. “If the Willow Order somehow discovers them, decades of preparation would be lost.”

“The transport formations are more important,” Geng Chen replied. “Once operations begin openly, rapid movement between continents will become essential.”

“We should also move the ancient relics deeper underground,” added Hao Lei.

Yuan Tao silently listened before suddenly speaking.

“Someone is listening.”

Kang Wen’s eyes widened.

BOOM!

The wall around him exploded instantly. Stone shattered apart as terrifying force dragged Kang Wen violently from hiding. Before he could react, an old hand already gripped his throat tightly. Kang Wen struggled instinctively, yet his body failed to move even slightly.

Yuan Tao held him effortlessly in one hand.

“Impressive,” Yuan Tao said calmly while observing him. “You maintained a state of death in order to hide yourself from us.”

Kang Wen remained silent.

Everything Yuan Tao said was true.

Using the dark seed implanted inside him, Kang Wen forced his body into artificial death while preserving his consciousness. On top of that, he engraved formations throughout his flesh to harmonize with the walls and surrounding arrays. Every time he suspected an important meeting would occur, he arrived early and merged himself into the structure itself using earth techniques.

That was how he spied on them for decades.

For a cultivator once known as the Sword Frenzy, a man obsessed solely with swordsmanship and battle, such patience and caution demonstrated how seriously he took this mission.

Recognition suddenly flashed across Hao Lei’s face.

“Oh,” Hao Lei muttered. “I recognize him now. He joined the Dark Order’s lower seats roughly three decades ago.”

Kang Wen’s expression hardened immediately.

Without hesitation, he released control over the dark seed embedded inside him and attempted to destroy it alongside his own cultivation base. If he died now, they would gain nothing. Even in failure, he could at least protect the Willow Order’s secrets.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t that easy.

“I did not permit you to die,” Yuan Tao said coldly.

A terrifying force surged into Kang Wen’s body. His shattered breathing restored instantly. His stopped heart violently resumed beating. Even the collapsing qi within his meridians stabilized forcibly against his will.

Despair filled Kang Wen’s eyes.

Yuan Tao glanced toward Geng Chen.

“Be a dear and lend me a hand.”

Geng Chen sighed softly while standing from her seat.

“I truly dislike using this spell,” she muttered.

Her eyes met Kang Wen’s.

The world instantly blurred.

Kang Wen felt his consciousness sink beneath overwhelming mental pressure. Countless invisible threads wrapped around his mind, crushing resistance effortlessly. His thoughts no longer belonged to him.

Hao Lei stepped closer afterward.

“Tell us everything you think we need to know.”

Under normal circumstances, such a vague question would have been easy to resist. Kang Wen trained himself for years against interrogation techniques and mental invasions. But the spell engulfing his mind was far beyond anything he could withstand.

His lips moved unwillingly.

“I was tasked to spy on the Dark Order,” Kang Wen said mechanically. “My mission was to discover the location of the main base... identify escape routes... determine the number of active forces... and when the time came, sabotage transportation and mobility while allowing the Willow Order entrance into the headquarters.”

The chamber fell silent.

Kang Wen’s heart sank completely.

In the end, he had failed not only the Willow Order, but also his Sect.

            

    
        082 Leaving the Canopy

    
    
    
    
                Three years had passed since the talks with the Willow Order had concluded. During that time, preparations had been made in secrecy across the continent. Information had been gathered. Formations had been refined. Artifacts had been collected. Everyone had been working toward a single goal.

The destruction of the Dark Order.

I arrived at the designated meeting area the Willow Order had specified. The location rested beside a vast lake whose waters stretched to the horizon. Sunlight reflected across its surface, causing countless ripples of silver to dance upon the water.

Adjacent to the lake stood a wide clearing where dozens of cultivators worked tirelessly.

Massive spirit stones had been arranged across the ground in a complex pattern. Some were larger than houses. Spiritual light flowed between them through countless engraved channels, creating a formation array so large that it covered nearly the entire clearing.

The moment I arrived, a sea of black wings filled the sky.

Thousands of crows emerged from nearby trees and circled overhead.

Mab stood beside me.

"My lord," she said, folding her hands behind her back. "Should I accompany you?"

I shook my head.

"I'll be fine."

Her expression remained calm, but I knew her well enough to recognize the concern hidden beneath it.

"Protect the forest in my stead," I said. "If anything happens while I'm gone, I'd rather have you there than standing beside me."

Mab nodded.

"As you wish. I shall do so."

I smiled.

"Good. Then goodbye for now."

"Goodbye?" She raised an eyebrow. "See you soon would sound considerably better."

I laughed.

"Fine. See you soon."

She narrowed her eyes.

"My lord seems awfully eager to get rid of me."

"That's not true."

"It is."

"It isn't."

"It absolutely is."

I rubbed my forehead.

"You're being a worry-wart again."

"I am a very accomplished worry-wart."

"Just go already."

Mab rolled her eyes.

"One day, my lord, you shall miss me terribly."

"I doubt it."

"You will."

She sounded completely certain. The next instant, her figure vanished. I stared at the empty space she had occupied and released a sigh. Sometimes I genuinely felt as though I had a mother sending me off to school.

It was embarrassing.

I couldn't even explain why.

Mab simply possessed a strange presence about her. People reacted to her differently. Even powerful cultivators seemed unable to maintain their composure around her. The last time I had visited Leafhome City-State, Li Qing's reaction to Mab's presence had been explosive enough that I still remembered it vividly.

Shaking my head, I approached the cultivators gathered around the formation.

There were over fifty of them. Most wore the white-and-green robes of the Willow Order. Among them, I recognized several familiar faces. Many had accompanied me during the years spent hunting Dark Order members across the continent.

Before I could get too close, a young cultivator stepped forward.

"Stop right there!"

His voice was sharp enough to make several nearby cultivators glance over.

The young man pointed at me suspiciously.

"State your identity! This operation is highly confidential. Unauthorized individuals are forbidden from approaching!"

The tone alone made it sound less like a request and more like a threat.

Immediately, another cultivator smacked the back of his shoulder.

"What nonsense are you spouting?"

The second cultivator hurried forward and cupped his fists toward me.

"Sage Wo Li, please forgive him. He's only recently been assigned here."

I waved dismissively.

"It's fine."

Unfortunately, the offender didn't seem convinced. His brows furrowed. "Nothing is fine. We should be strict with ourselves and stricter with outsiders. Whoever he is, he should leave immediately."

Several nearby cultivators winced. The young man clearly wasn't lacking courage. What he lacked was common sense. Before anyone else could respond, a figure silently appeared behind him.

Smack.

A hand struck the back of his head. The cultivator yelped and nearly stumbled forward.

Guo Yupin glared at him.

"You idiot."

"Senior Guo—"

"Apologize."

The disciple looked conflicted.

Guo Yupin's glare intensified.

"Now."

The disciple visibly struggled for several seconds before finally lowering his head.

"...I apologize."

I smiled.

"Accepted."

Only then did Guo Yupin nod in satisfaction.

"Good. At least you're still teachable."

A moment later, two familiar figures approached. One was Steel Sky Sect Leader Xing Mei. The other was Serenity Cliff Sect Leader Ding Yahui. Both wore Willow Order robes as opposed to there sect clothing. Seeing sect leaders dressed as ordinary members felt somewhat surreal.

The two cupped their fists respectfully.

"Sage Wo Li," Xing Mei greeted.

"It has been some time," Ding Yahui added.

I returned the gesture.

"Sect Leaders."

Ding Yahui sighed.

"This old man apologizes for the behavior of my sect’s disciple."

His gaze drifted toward the unfortunate young cultivator. The disciple looked as though he wanted the ground to swallow him whole.

I chuckled.

"It's a small thing. My ego is not so fragile that I'd lash out over something so minor."

The disciple looked surprised.

I continued.

"Forgive and forget."

The tension immediately eased. As we exchanged greetings, I noticed that quite a few cultivators present didn't originally belong to the Willow Order. It seemed the Willow Order had recruited experts from both the Steel Sky Sect and Serenity Cliff Sect for this operation.

That made sense.

When immortals were involved, every available expert mattered.

I glanced toward the enormous formation.

"How is the formation spell progressing?"

Before anyone could answer, a familiar old woman approached. Her gray hair was tied neatly into a bun. It was Chen Lin. She cupped her fists in greeting.

"Sage Wo Li."

"Consul Chen."

A faint smile appeared on her face.

"The formation array has already been completed. We have spent the past several days conducting final inspections."

She gestured toward the glowing network spread across the clearing.

"We were only waiting for your arrival."

I nodded.

"Thank you all for your patience."

"There is no need for thanks," Chen Lin replied. "Compared to what awaits ahead, a few days are insignificant."

My gaze swept across the assembled cultivators. Forty-eight Core Formation cultivators. Four Nascent Soul cultivators. And me, an Immortal realm threat. I might not have the cultivation that defined the powers of this world, but I’m strong.

"Where is Li Qing?" I asked.

At the mention of her name, Chen Lin sighed.

"The Archon wished to participate personally."

That sounded exactly like Li Qing.

"However," Chen Lin continued, "as Consul, I advised her to remain behind."

It was a wise decision. Li Qing was important enough that risking her life wasn't worth the potential benefits, when they had me.

Chen Lin's expression grew serious.

"The Archon informed us of the situation."

I immediately understood what she meant.

The immortals.

"Three of them," Chen Lin said quietly. "The Archon revealed that you would likely be facing all three at once."

Several nearby cultivators stiffened. Even after years of preparation, the reality remained terrifying. Three immortals. That was how much threat we were about to face.

“Fortunately, we have not come unprepared."

She pointed toward the formation.

"In the middle of the formation rests an artifact acquired at great cost. Its effect is temporary, but it should be capable of sealing one immortal for a short period. The rest of us will buy time against another. We don’t know how long we can hold back one of them, but we will stake our lives to achieve our objectives. There will be no glory in joining us in this operation, for your life will not just be put on stake, but also your peace."

It didn’t sound promising at all. Joining this fight would barely give me any benefits. Admittedly, I was joining this fight just for the principle of it, and nothing more. Moreover, there simply weren't many choices available. We didn’t even have a Soul Transformation in our ranks, and we were about to attack someone’s main base.

If battle broke out, I wouldn't be able to protect everyone.

Some of them would die.

That reality had already been accepted.

Even resurrection wasn't a practical solution. Reviving the dead required energy, concentration, and opportunity. During a battle against immortals, every fraction of attention could determine victory or death.

I couldn't afford such distractions.

My gaze drifted toward the lake. The water remained calm and peaceful, completely unaware of the storm that was about to descend. Over the past three years, I had trained relentlessly under Mab's guidance. She had pushed me harder than anyone else ever could.

Many times I had questioned whether she was training me or trying to kill me.

In hindsight, perhaps the answer had been both.

Regardless, the results spoke for themselves. I had grown stronger, despite the rules of this world limiting my growth. The old me who fought Lu Jing would lose to the current me without question. If I fought Lu Jing again today, I was confident of a complete victory.

I looked around at the gathered cultivators, taking in the tension hanging over the clearing. Some wore determined expressions while others tried and failed to hide their unease. Considering what we were about to do, I couldn't exactly blame them.

“I want all of you to give me a chance to fight the immortals,” I said. “Well, all of them except the one that you plan to seal. Leave the immortals to me while the rest of you focus on the cultivators of the Dark Order. That will be more than enough trouble for everyone.”

The reactions were mixed.

A few cultivators visibly relaxed, clearly relieved that they would not be expected to stand against immortals. Others appeared even more nervous, perhaps realizing that if I failed, the situation would collapse for everyone involved.

“That sounds absurd,” one cultivator muttered.

“It's also probably our best chance,” another replied.

“We should trust Sage Wo Li.”

“If he says he can do it, then let him.”

Chen Lin folded her arms and nodded. “We will follow your lead.”

Then she pointed toward the center of the formation.

“Before anything else, pick up the treasure in the middle.”

I walked toward the center of the formation array. Intricate runes glowed beneath my feet as spiritual energy flowed through channels carved into the earth. Resting at the exact center was a dark ring that appeared deceptively ordinary.

I bent down and picked it up.

“The artifact is called the Ring of Dark Banishment,” Chen Lin explained. “It allows the wielder to exile another cultivator for a limited period of time. The duration depends on both the strength of the user and the target. Against weaker opponents, the effect can last a very long time. Against stronger ones, the exile period becomes shorter.”

She pointed at the ring.

“Wear it. Consider it a loan.”

“Just a loan?”

“Yes.”

“For a second there, I thought you were giving me something valuable for free. It scared me.”

Several cultivators laughed.

Chen Lin rolled her eyes.

I slipped the ring onto my finger.

“The formation array serves another purpose as well,” Chen Lin continued. “It will transport us directly to our destination. Everyone, enter the formation immediately and take your assigned positions.”

The cultivators moved quickly.

One after another, they stepped into the formation, arranging themselves according to predetermined positions. I remained at the center while the others formed protective layers around me.

As everyone settled into place, I raised a hand.

“One thing. I'd like my crows to come with us. Will that be a problem?”

Chen Lin glanced toward the murder above us.

“It won't interfere with the formation.”

“Excellent.”

The crows immediately took advantage of the approval. Rather than behaving themselves, they flew around looking for cultivators to annoy. One landed directly on an old Core Formation cultivator's head. Another stole a spiritual fruit someone was about to eat. A third crow somehow managed to untie a cultivator's belt before fleeing.

“You feathered menace!”

“Give that back!”

“Why does it have my talisman!?”

The cawing that followed sounded suspiciously like laughter. I sighed and asked the crows through sound transmission to behave themselves. Eventually each crow found a cultivator to perch on, settling down only after causing sufficient trouble.

The Nascent Soul cultivators gathered around me.

Guo Yupin clenched his fists.

“It’s time for revenge.”

Xing Mei nodded grimly. “The Dark Order has taken enough from us. It's time they paid.”

Ding Yahui shook his head.

“Revenge is dangerous.”

Both cultivators looked at him.

“This won't be an ordinary fight,” Ding Yahui continued. “If you enter battle consumed by personal grudges, you'll make mistakes. Cleanse yourselves of your demons and focus on victory.”

After a moment, both cultivators nodded.

Chen Lin stepped forward.

“We will arrive near the holy mountain of the Dark Order. Once there, we move carefully. No unnecessary risks.”

At the edge of the formation stood several elderly Formation Masters, all of them Core Formation experts. Their robes fluttered as spiritual energy gathered around them. They raised their hands simultaneously.

“Heavenly Paths align.”

“Spatial roots intertwine.”

“By branch and root.”

“By distance and destination.”

“World Crossing Formation, activate!”

The formation erupted with light, space twisted, and the world folded inward.

For a brief instant, everything around me shattered into countless fragments of color and light. The sensation was so abrupt that even my Druidic Insight failed to properly process what had happened.

Soon, the distortion vanished.

We stood in a forest. Birds chirped overhead. A cool breeze rustled the leaves. The transition had been so fast that it felt unreal.

I turned toward Chen Lin.

“Can you tell me more about that formation spell?”

Chen Lin looked pleased by the question.

“The formation works by attaching itself to one of the roots of the World Tree scattered around the world. Once attached, the root serves as a pathway.”

I nodded slowly.

“That sounds ridiculously overpowered.”

“It is.”

“There has to be a catch.”

“There is. The destination requires a spatial anchor. Sometimes that's a location. Sometimes it's an artifact with spatial properties, like the Ring of Dark Banishment.”

“Now you're making me nervous.”

“Good. Don't lose it.”

Chen Lin’s expression became serious.

“Everyone, make camp immediately!”

The cultivators snapped into motion.

“We'll remain here temporarily. Formation Masters, prepare a stealth array. I want this entire camp hidden before sunset.”

The old men acknowledged the order and began unpacking materials.

Chen Lin looked toward me.

“I need to meet our spy.”

Then she looked around at the others.

“Remain alert. We are in enemy territory.”

Finally, she focused on me again.

“Sage Wo Li, come with me.”

Xing Mei immediately stepped forward.

“I wish to come as well.”

Chen Lin shrugged.

“Suit yourself.”

Without another word, she turned and disappeared into the forest, followed by Xing Mei. I watched them vanish between the trees. I looked toward Old Crow. “Handle things here. Do some light scouting while we're gone. Pair one crow with every cultivator. We're in enemy territory, and I'd rather have extra eyes watching there backs.”

Old Crow puffed out his chest proudly.

“Leave everything to this great elder! Nothing escapes my notice!”

“That statement alone concerns me.”

“I am deeply offended.”

“You stole three lunches this morning. You are not getting any younger, Old Crow.”

“That is unrelated.”

Shaking my head, I followed after Chen Lin. Nature's Stride carried me effortlessly through the forest. I eventually found her waiting beside a river path. Water flowed quietly over smooth stones while sunlight filtered through the canopy overhead.

For some reason, she looked nervous.

At first I thought I was imagining it. Chen Lin didn’t look like the type to get nervous, yet the signs were there. There was a slight tension in her shoulders and a subtle stiffness in her posture.

Above us, Xing Mei stood atop the tallest tree in the area, surveying the horizon.

I approached Chen Lin.

“Is there a problem?”

She was silent for several moments before answering.

“I had people performing divinations for this mission.”

My eyebrows rose.

“And?”

“Nine times out of ten, the result was catastrophic.”

That got my attention.

Chen Lin sighed.

“That is the main reason we've delayed for so long. We could have started this operation a month ago.”

I glanced toward her.

“What about now?”

“The latest divinations came back positive.”

“That's good, isn't it?”

“Normally.”

I immediately knew there was a catch.

She looked toward the distant horizon.

“I don't believe it will be that easy.”

Before I could ask more, Xing Mei's voice drifted down from above. “I can't see the holy mountain from here. There is also smoke in the distance.”

Chen Lin nodded. “A formation is probably concealing the holy mountain. As for the smoke, that should be the signal from our spy. Let’s go.”

            

    
        083 Invasion of the Dark Order

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Geng Chen]

Geng Chen stood at the forefront, her pristine white robes fluttering gently in the wind, accentuating her ethereal beauty. Long black hair cascaded down her back like silk, and her sharp, phoenix-like eyes scanned the immense forest ahead.

Behind her, an imposing force had assembled. There were two hundred Core Formation cultivators, ten Nascent Soul experts, four Soul Formation powerhouses, and two Immortals whose auras alone warped the surrounding qi.

Lai Kun stepped forward, his tall frame casting a long shadow. His tanned skin spoke of countless battles under harsh suns, and the blade at his side hummed with restrained killing intent. A master of the blade from the Crimson Fate Continent, the homeland of the bloodthirsty asuras. Lai Kun was no asura himself, yet ancient records whispered of his name with terror.

“Lady Geng Chen,” Lai Kun said, his voice deep and measured, “is this truly worth the effort? Coming to this backwater domain in a destitute continent that not even the most prominent powers in the world would bother glancing at?”

Geng Chen’s lips curved into a faint, knowing smile. She had considered sparring with him once or twice; his blade arts were legendary, after all. But she restrained herself. There was something far more important at hand. If she faltered here, Hao Lei would never stop nagging her.

She turned her gaze toward the distant city on the horizon. “Lai Kun, what exactly do you think our objectives are here? Why have the immortals around the world hidden themselves?”

“Apologies, but care too little for such things. Life? Death? It’s all decided on the battlefield. Hiding is a coward’s way. And I’m a warrior.”

“I admire your fighting spirit, but it would do you good if you learned restraint.” Geng Chen’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “It’s to let the younger generation flourish, of course.”

A look of realization dawned on Lai Kun’s face as the implications settled in.

Battles between immortals were cataclysmic. Entire domains could be obliterated, continents shaken to their core. Though the land would eventually recover, mortals and weaker cultivators would be culled in the crossfire. A common strategy among immortals in older eras had been to seize the important people of their rivals as hostages. If the trap prepared at their base failed, the enemy would be forced to lay down his arms through the hostages.

Geng Chen addressed the gathered forces, her voice clear and commanding. “Be alert and do not let your guard down. There is a secret master on this continent known as the Fairy Queen. She hasn’t shown herself in a long time, but if she appears, I will handle her personally.”

A thrill ran through her. She had always been curious about that old monster’s reputation and power. Heh~ If the mission weren’t so vital, she would have already knocked on her door to stir up trouble.

“Prepare yourselves,” she continued. “We are going to pay Leafhome a visit and begin in earnest. We must be discreet, so leave no survivors.”

The old man had given her clear orders to acquire the Shén at all costs, so that was another thing she had to do here.

When they arrived at Leafhome City, the massive gates were firmly shut. Geng Chen frowned. Not a single guard stood upon the walls. It was a strange way to defend a city. Yet she could sense multiple life signatures pulsing within.

“Take down the gate,” she ordered coolly.

A Nascent Soul cultivator stepped forward, drawing his sword in a flash of light. With one decisive slash, the sturdy gates were sliced into pieces that crashed to the ground.

The force poured into the city, only to find it eerily empty. Streets lay deserted. Buildings stood silent.

Geng Chen gritted her teeth. “How did they know?”

They escaped. That could be the only explanation.

Without hesitation, she swung her sword, sending arcs of sword qi slashing toward every life signature she detected. The ground and buildings tore apart violently, only to reveal countless hidden seeds beneath. They bloomed instantly into writhing vines and aggressive plant life that covered the area. Some vines sprouted deadly barbs, lashing out at them.

“Escape to the sky!” Geng Chen commanded sharply.

The entire group shot upward in a surge of light and qi. Yet even as they ascended, some of the relentless vines struck their marks, piercing arms and legs, drawing blood and cries of pain from several Core Formation cultivators.

“How dare you!?”

Geng Chen's gaze shifted toward the top of an enormous statue depicting a long-eared man. Standing atop its head was a woman with similarly long ears and verdant hair that resembled intertwined leaves. She wore an amused smile as though the arrival of hundreds of cultivators was little more than a pleasant diversion.

"Who are you supposed to be?" Geng Chen asked.

The woman's smile widened.

"You don't deserve to know my name."

She flicked a finger.

The sea of vines beneath them erupted into motion.

Thousands of tendrils lashed through the air. Geng Chen's sword flashed. Silver light carved through the approaching vines, severing them by the hundreds. Yet the cut fragments immediately exploded into storms of leaves that scattered in every direction.

Geng Chen swung a second time.

A wall of sword qi shredded the leaves before they could reach her forces.

Beside her, Lai Kun moved.

The famed bladesman of the Crimson Fate Continent vanished from sight. Bloody spiritual energy boiled around him as he crossed the distance in an instant. His blade descended toward the mysterious woman.

The woman merely dissolved into flower petals.

Lai Kun's attack passed harmlessly through empty space.

The petals reassembled behind him.

A barbed whip appeared in her hand.

CRACK!

The whip wrapped around Lai Kun's throat before he could react. With a casual motion, she hurled him across the city. Buildings shattered as his body disappeared into the distance.

Geng Chen's eyes narrowed.

"Spread out and engage any hostile forces you encounter. Locate the members of the Willow Order. They could not have gone far."

Her subordinates immediately dispersed, escaping the city and some combing to a place to begin their tracking efforts. A moment later, a bloody streak shot back toward the statue. Lai Kun had returned.

His blade moved.

"Thousand Crimson Severance."

Countless crimson arcs erupted around him, forming a storm of blade light capable of shredding mountains.

The woman scoffed.

"Dao Domain: Spirit of the World Tree."

An enormous tree manifested behind her. Its trunk seemed to support heaven itself. Branches stretched beyond the clouds. The moment the domain appeared, her verdant hair transformed into silver-white strands. The whip in her hand twisted and lengthened into a sword.

She swung.

Blood blossomed.

Lai Kun's attack landed first. Dozens of wounds opened across the woman's body as his blade cut through flesh, cloth, and spiritual defenses alike. At nearly the same moment, Geng Chen arrived. Her sword pierced directly through the woman's heart.

The sword emerged from her back.

Geng Chen frowned.

"You are not taking this seriously. Your sword missed."

The woman glanced down at the blade protruding from her chest.

"I didn't miss."

Several heads fell from the sky.

Geng Chen's eyes widened.

The four Soul Formation cultivators she had brought with her had been beheaded.

The woman smiled faintly.

"I was aiming for them."

Cold fury surged through Geng Chen. She twisted her sword. Immortal power flooded into the wound. Intent on stripping away the woman's immortality, Geng Chen immediately unleashed her strongest technique.

"Dao Domain: Purity of the Silver Lotus."

A silver lotus bloomed at the tip of her sword. It expanded into a storm of sword qi. The heavens trembled. The city below split apart. Finally, Geng Chen swung upward. A pillar of silver radiance erupted toward the sky. Everything in its path disintegrated.

The woman vanished during the attack.

Silence followed, yet the colossal World Tree remained standing.

Geng Chen's expression darkened.

The domain had not disappeared. A cough interrupted her thoughts. She turned and saw Lai Kun was kneeling in the air. Blood dripped from his lips. Both of his arms were gone. Standing beside him was the woman, calmly cleaning her sword.

"Impressive swordsmanship," she remarked. "A bit crass, though."

A genuine alarm entered Geng Chen's mind. She had not sensed the woman moving. Not even slightly. Geng Chen suppressed her unease. "While you stand here, my people are pursuing your allies. Your position will not hold forever. Once they locate them, they will inform me, and I will kill them. Pursue me if you must, but the mere shockwaves of our fighting will kill them all the same. I swear upon my honor. I will defeat you."

The woman shrugged.

"Perhaps."

Geng Chen studied her carefully, and then she asked the question that had occupied her thoughts since arriving. "What is your connection to the existence known as Wo Li?"

The woman paused with a curious expression on her face. "And why would you ask that?"

Geng Chen tightened her grip on her sword. “I know who you are. I can’t be mistaken. You are the Fairy Queen and you’ve remained silent for countless thousands of years. Why appear now?"

"Isn't it natural for the woman to look after her man?" she asked. "Someone must look after the home and make sure everything is in order. Otherwise, what sort of place would remain for my man to return to when he comes back?"

Geng Chen blinked and found herself completely baffled.

"That Wo Li is your... Dao Companion?"

The Fairy Queen clicked her tongue.

"You may call us that if you wish. Unfortunately, my dearest has yet to return my affections, which means I must work even harder to demonstrate my devotion."

The absurdity of the statement nearly made Geng Chen forget the battlefield surrounding them.

The Fairy Queen pointed toward the distant fighting.

"I could have killed every cultivator you brought here. But why would I? The younger generation needs opportunities to grow. Useful training is difficult to find these days. So, if you think I am being merciful, then forget about it. All of you will perish to my fury for daring to touch my precious home."

Geng Chen immediately used qi telekinesis.

Lai Kun's body was pulled away from danger. Immortal flesh regenerated rapidly. Moments later, his missing arms had fully reformed.

Without moving her lips, Geng Chen transmitted her voice directly into his mind.

"Attack from both sides."

Lai Kun nodded.

The two immortals separated.

One moved left, and the other moved right.

The Fairy Queen remained standing in place, utterly calm and unhurried, as though she welcomed the challenge.

Silver light gathered around Geng Chen.

Crimson energy engulfed Lai Kun.

"Dao Domain: Purity of the Silver Lotus."

"Dao Domain: Bloody Demonic Mountain."

Two immortal domains descended upon the battlefield simultaneously. The sky itself began to crack beneath their combined pressure.

"Life is not a straight line, but a continuous loop of birth, growth, release, and renewal."

The Fairy Queen's voice remained calm.

She stood motionless at the center of the battlefield as the two Dao Domains descended upon her. Silver lotus light and crimson demonic qi collided with overwhelming force. Space twisted. The heavens trembled. The earth below cracked apart beneath the pressure.

Yet the woman did not move.

Her voice echoed throughout the ruined city.

"As there is spring, summer, autumn, and winter leading to cyclical unity, there is conquest, war, famine, and death."

Geng Chen's eyes widened, realizing that something was wrong. The moment those words left the Fairy Queen's lips, sensation vanished from her limbs. The sword slipped from her fingers, and her knees struck the air as if an invisible force had severed her connection to her own body.

Slowly, she fell.

The immortal crashed onto the shattered streets below. Confusion flooded her mind. She attempted to circulate qi, but nothing responded. She attempted to stand, but nothing moved. Panic began creeping into her heart.

Her gaze shifted toward Lai Kun. The famed blade master had frozen in place. The crimson mountain behind him flickered, collapsed, and disappeared. His body slowly faded like sand carried away by the wind.

His blade fell alone.

The weapon struck the ground with a lonely clang.

Even the last traces of Lai Kun’s presence vanished.

"No... no, that's impossible..." Geng Chen’s voice trembled as she shook her head, white robes stained by dust and ruin. "An Immortal Art? Here? How could someone like you possess an Immortal Art?"

She laughed weakly, the sound bordering on hysteria. "Do you have any idea what immortals sacrifice for even a fragment of such knowledge? Entire sects vanish chasing legends less absurd than this. We investigated every force on this continent, every inheritance, every hidden realm, and none of it should have led to this."

Her breathing grew uneven as she stared at Mab. "What are you? Who are you really? Nothing about this makes sense. None of it. We were supposed to understand this world. We were supposed to be the ones standing above everyone else."

The Fairy Queen knew an Immortal Art.

How?

Immortal Arts were among the greatest arts in existence. Entire continents had gone to war over fragments of such inheritances. Countless immortals spent their lives pursuing them without success.

The Willow Order should not possess such knowledge.

No force within this forgotten continent should possess such knowledge.

Unless...

Unless the Fairy Queen was far more extraordinary than any of them had imagined.

The woman continued speaking as she descended slowly from the sky.

"Contrary to life, death is a straight line."

Her silver-white hair drifted gently behind her.

"Like a destined path."

Each word seemed to carry the weight of an ancient truth.

"Eventually reaching an inevitable end."

Silence followed.

The World Tree behind her gradually faded, and the oppressive power blanketing the battlefield disappeared. For several moments, neither woman spoke. Geng Chen found herself lying amidst the ruins, staring upward at the Fairy Queen.

A being who seemed entirely detached from the rules she knew.

The Fairy Queen stopped a short distance away. Her expression remained relaxed and almost friendly.

Geng Chen laughed weakly, and the sound surprised even her.

After everything that had happened, there was only one question she wanted answered.

"You should have a name."

The Fairy Queen tilted her head.

Geng Chen looked up at her.

"Please."

The word felt strange leaving her mouth.

"At least tell me your name."

The Fairy Queen smiled. It was neither the amused smile she had worn throughout the battle nor the teasing smile from before. It was a genuine smile. For some reason, it made her appear far younger.

"My name?"

She placed a finger against her chin as if considering the matter, and then she nodded.

"Very well."

The Fairy Queen extended a hand toward the fallen immortal.

"You may call me Mab."

The name was simple, short, and unremarkable. Yet Geng Chen felt as though she had finally glimpsed the person hidden behind the legend she thought had been overly exaggerated. Mab. The Fairy Queen. Guardian of this continent. And apparently, the woman who was patiently waiting for a certain Wo Li to return home.

The thought almost made Geng Chen laugh again.

Even now, she still could not decide which fact was more unbelievable: how such a strong being could become someone’s woman or why such a strong being had kept herself hidden for so long.
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                The forest was too quiet.

That was the first thing I noticed when we reached its edge, and the silence only grew more oppressive the deeper I looked into it. No birdcalls. No insects singing in the underbrush. No distant roars of beasts marking their territory. Even the wind seemed reluctant to pass between the trees, as though something unseen had pressed a hand over the whole forest and ordered it to hold its breath.

I glanced back at Chen Lin and Xing Mei, then said, “Stay here. I’ll scout ahead.”

Chen Lin’s brows drew together immediately. “Be careful,” she said.

I nodded once and did not waste any more time. My body blurred as I invoked Wild Shape: Tiger, muscles and sinew shifting beneath my skin until my senses sharpened and my form grew low, powerful, and silent. The forest floor gave way under my paws without a sound as I slipped into the shadows between the trunks. Once I had put enough distance between myself and the others, I reached out through sound transmission to the crows that followed me.

“Be careful,” I warned them. “Prioritize stealth while looking around. The forest is too quiet. Moreover, make clear of the area where the smoke is coming from and carefully comb the area around you.”

Their replies came in quick, crackling impressions of obedience and alertness, and I moved on with them watching from above. In tiger form, my nose worked better than ever, and I used it carefully as I threaded through the trees. The air carried almost nothing useful. There was the faint scent of damp bark, old leaves, and moss clinging to stone, along with the occasional trace of insects and the rustle of plant life moving in the breeze. But there was no smell I could associate with beasts. No musk. No fur. No blood. No territory-marking stench from predators that should have long since claimed a forest this deep.

That only made the silence feel stranger.

What kind of forest had no beasts in it at all?

I kept moving, then shifted again and used Wild Shape on a smaller creature, a crow, so I could glide from tree to tree without disturbing the ground below. The branches flexed gently under my talons as I landed on one trunk after another, each hop bringing me closer to the column of smoke I had spotted earlier. When I was near enough to the source, I sent another pulse through the link.

“What do you see?” I asked.

The answer came from the crows circling ahead. “Nothing strange,” one of them reported. “Only that the forest is quiet.”

That was hardly comforting, but it confirmed what my instincts had already been telling me. I tucked my wings close and crept farther along the branch until I could look down through a gap in the leaves. Just beneath the tree I had perched on stood a lone cultivator, and the moment I recognized him, my eyes narrowed.

Kang Wen.

After his betrayal of his sect, he had been exiled, and Li Qing had told me enough to understand that he had been folded into the Dark Order as a spy. If he was here, then he had to be the contact Chen Lin had mentioned. I did not hesitate. Through sound transmission, I sent the message back at once.

“I found the contact, Kang Wen.”

For a moment, there was only silence.

Then Kang Wen’s head lifted slightly, and though his gaze did not fully meet mine, I felt the sharp awareness in it all the same. “You’ve been cut off,” he said, his voice low and certain. “This is a trap.”

I clicked my tongue and sprang from the branch, wings vanishing as I canceled Wild Shape in mid-motion and returned to my true form just before I landed lightly on the ground. “You are awfully confident to give up the initiative just like that to me.”

The figure before me laughed softly and waved a hand.

Kang Wen vanished.

In his place stood a pale man in dark robes, with thick eye bags shadowing a face that looked perpetually deprived of rest. There was a weariness in his expression that made him seem almost sickly, yet the calm in his eyes told me he was anything but weak. I stared at him for a moment, then asked, “Who are you supposed to be?”

His lips curved faintly. “Hao Lei.”

“I am Wo Li,” I replied, keeping my tone even.

The illusion spell he had used was powerful. So powerful, in fact, that even with my Druidic Insight, I had been unable to see through it until he chose to reveal himself. That alone was enough to make me wary. The world was truly vast, and there were always new techniques, new experts, and new monsters hiding behind ordinary appearances.

Even so, my connection with my crows remained active. Ever since the crows had started worshipping me thanks to Old Crow’s shenanigans, I could feel a faint thread of faith linking me to the murder of crows moving through the forest. It was subtle, but unmistakable. The cultivators I had brought with me also seemed to be fine, which meant Hao Lei had not made a move against them. Yet.

I looked at him and asked directly, “What is this about?”

Hao Lei’s gaze held mine without flinching. “I plan to betray the Dark Order,” he said. “And I wish to help you.”

I did not bother hiding my skepticism. “Why should I believe you?”

“As a show of goodwill,” he said, “I shall give you my spy back.”

He held out a hand, and with a casual flick of his wrist, he tossed a corpse from his storage ring as though he were discarding a dead animal.

The body struck the ground with a dull, final sound.

It was Kang Wen.

I looked at the corpse before me, my thoughts running cold and sharp.

“Can you indeed resurrect the dead?” asked Hao Lei after a pause. There was something intent in his voice now, something far more focused than before. “Show me. If you can satisfy me, then you will have my loyalty.”

I studied him carefully. “Why are you doing this?”

The exhaustion in Hao Lei’s face deepened into something quieter and more dangerous, a sadness buried so long it had nearly become part of him. “There is someone precious to me whom I wish to be alive,” he said. “If you can show me proof of your powers, then I will have your loyalty. If I can see that such a thing is possible, then I will give you mine loyalty.”

I tightened my grip on the staff and stared at Hao Lei with open suspicion. “I need more than that,” I said coldly. “Why should I believe you a second time? Why are you doing this?”

My eyes flicked down to Kang Wen’s corpse again, and the state of it only deepened my distrust. The body was covered in severe bruising around the throat, as though he had been strangled or throttled repeatedly. There were gashes across the flesh, dried blood clinging to torn robes, and patches of rotten meat that made the whole thing look as though it had been left to fester for far too long. Even in death, Kang Wen appeared to have suffered. That alone made it impossible for me to take Hao Lei’s words at face value.

Still, I could not ignore the possibility that he was telling the truth. If he truly intended to betray the Dark Order, then that meant one less immortal I would need to face later, and in a battle where every advantage mattered, that was not something I could afford to dismiss outright.

Hao Lei’s expression remained composed, but his eyes sharpened as he spoke. “Two more immortals have joined their ranks,” he said. “One is a blademaster by the name of Lai Kun. The other is a renowned assassin from two hundred thousand years ago, Li Chao. Right now, two of their members should already be attacking your base of operations. They likely intend to take hostages or make an example of them, so you do not have much time. Retreat now, and fight another day. Even with my help, we would still be outnumbered.”

For a moment, I said nothing. I let his words settle in my mind, measured them against the corpse at my feet, against the silence of the forest, against everything I had already learned about the Dark Order. Then I lifted my gaze and said, “No. I will fight.”

Disbelief flashed across Hao Lei’s face. It was brief, but unmistakable, as though he had not expected me to be so stubborn when confronted with the truth of the situation.

I raised my staff and cast, “Control Weather.”

The sky above us responded at once. Clouds gathered rapidly overhead, dragging themselves across the heavens like a thick curtain, and the pressure in the air shifted as I obscured the Heavenly Tribulation that would follow the act of restoring someone to life. The moment the clouds deepened into a dense, storm-heavy canopy, I thumped my staff against the ground and spoke the next spell.

“Revive Life.”

Kang Wen’s body was swallowed by the earth itself, as though the ground had opened its mouth wide enough to devour him. A heartbeat later, it spat him back out whole, his injuries gone, his flesh restored, and the signs of death erased as if they had never existed. The transformation was immediate, violent, and deeply unnatural, and Kang Wen himself reacted exactly as expected. He jolted upright with a strangled gasp, terror flooding his face as he clawed at the ground beneath him.

His eyes landed on me, and his expression twisted into fear and hysteria all at once. “I—I’m alive?” he choked out, his voice cracking. “You—Sage Wo Li, I—” He scrambled toward me in a panic. “I’m sorry! I failed you! I failed to protect—” His words broke apart into frantic apologies, his body shaking as though his mind could not accept what had just happened.

I stepped forward, patted him once on the shoulder, and said firmly, “It is going to be okay.”

Then I stepped back and invoked Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental.

My body became a conduit for raw natural power, and just in time. Heavenly Tribulation descended with brutal force, lightning and destructive intent crashing down from above like the heavens themselves had decided to punish my defiance. The impact was overwhelming. Even though my transformed form negated the damage, the pain was real, sharp enough to make my breath hitch and my muscles tense beneath the pressure. I endured it in silence, teeth clenched, until at last the storm spent itself and the sky quieted once more.

When it was over, I exhaled in relief and undid my Wild Shape. The pressure left my body all at once, and I felt the tension drain from my bones like water spilling through cracked stone. Only then did I turn back to Hao Lei.

“What was your reason for consorting with the Dark Order?” I asked.

Hao Lei looked at me for a moment before answering. “I’ve been searching for true immortality. I believed I could find the answer in the Dark Ages. If not there, then perhaps in the Age of Supremacy. All in hopes of uncovering the Art of Resurrection.”

I studied him carefully, then said, “Your precious person must be really special.”

Something unreadable passed through his eyes at that, but he said nothing.

I did not know whether Hao Lei was a good person or not. I also did not know whether he was hiding some deeper scheme behind that tired face and those exhausted eyes. What I did know was that I had not sensed any Dark Seed within him, and that was enough for me to consider one thing. I might have to trust my judgment of character this time, even if only a little. That thought alone did not sit comfortably with me, but I had learned long ago that hesitation could be more dangerous than misjudgment.

“Leave this place,” I said. “We will continue this conversation elsewhere another time.”

A look of confusion appeared on his face, as though he had not expected me to dismiss him so abruptly.

I met his gaze without wavering and added, “I still do not trust you.”

He gave a faint, humorless smile. “There are subordinates within the Dark Order who serve me and remain loyal to me,” he said. “I intend to pull them out. As for Yuan Tao, he is a madman. I do not want you to die. If a time comes when I must fight, then I will fight, regardless of what you think.”

That meant, he’d be keeping a close eye to my fight.

Before I could answer, Hao Lei vanished into an illusion, leaving no trace behind.

I turned to Kang Wen.

“How are you, Kang Wen?”

“I… I don’t know…”

Kang Wen calmed down shortly after I spoke to him, though the fear in his eyes had not fully gone away. His breathing steadied, and after a few shaky moments, he looked at me with a face full of shame.

“I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely. “The intel of your arrival had been made. This was a trap.”

I gave him a firm look and shook my head. “Do not give up all hope yet.”

Even before the words had fully settled, Chen Lin and Xing Mei arrived in time, their expressions sharp with alarm the moment they saw the scene. Kang Wen stiffened when his gaze landed on Xing Mei, and though exhaustion still clung to him, he bowed his head with urgency.

“Sect Leader Xing Mei,” he greeted quickly. “The enemy stronghold is not far from here. I failed my part on my spy work.”

Chen Lin ground her teeth, clearly frustrated by the situation, but she still forced the words out through clenched jaw. “Then we should move at once. We cannot waste another breath here.”

Before anyone could respond, crows appeared out of nowhere, their wings beating the air in a sudden flurry of dark motion. Their voices rang out with urgency.

“The encampment is under attack!”

My heart sank, and at once I turned and broke into a full sprint. Everyone followed without hesitation, and we made haste back toward the encampment as fast as our feet could carry us. The closer we got, the more I could feel the subtle distortions in the air, and when the encampment finally came into view, I understood immediately that the enemy had prepared this battlefield long before we arrived. Layer after layer of formation arrays had been masterfully interwoven together, each one hiding within the next like a trap inside a trap. One of them was clearly responsible for cutting sound transmission, which explained why our warnings had failed to travel properly.

When we entered the center of the encampment, the sight before us made my stomach tighten.

Every Core Formation cultivator we had brought with us was dead. Their bodies had been transformed into a single enormous blackened tree, and carved into its charred trunk were their faces, twisted and frozen in death. The Formation Masters we had assigned to the encampment were nowhere to be seen, as though they had vanished into thin air or been erased from the world entirely. Standing atop the tree was an old man with an air of calm that was almost infuriating.

He looked down at us with faint curiosity and said, “I wonder why you are here. You should have been trapped in an illusion barrier by now.”

My gaze swept the battlefield, and a bad feeling settled heavily in my chest. I spotted Guo Yupin nearby, one arm missing, blood still staining the torn ruin of his sleeve. In his remaining arm, he was carrying Sect Leader Ding Yahui, whose body was already still. The sight made my jaw tighten.

Guo Yimu’s face was twisted with fury and grief. “Sect Leader Ding Yahui is dead!” he shouted, the words spilling out like a wounded beast’s roar.

I took one look at the old man on top of the blackened tree and felt Druidic Insight stir inside me with cold certainty. Something was wrong. Deeply wrong. I could not resurrect Ding Yahui. That much was already clear, and the realization made my blood run cold. There was no room to waste time.

“Everyone, escape!” I said sharply. “If you are killed by this old man, I am not confident that I can bring you back to life.”

That was the truth of it. The operation had always been built around a simple division of labor: I would deal with the immortal-level practitioners of the enemy, while the rest handled the lesser cultivators of the Dark Order. Now that balance had already been destroyed, before we could even make a difference.

The old man’s eyes shifted, and a thin, knowing smile crossed his face. “So,” he said slowly, “Hao Lei must have betrayed me.” He sounded disappointed more than angry, which somehow made him even more unsettling. “What a pity.”

Then Chen Lin suddenly screamed in rage, her voice ripping through the ruined encampment like a blade. “YUAN TAO! WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS?!”

I turned toward her, startled, because I had not expected her to know the old man. Her face had gone pale with fury, and yet there was disbelief in it too, as if she could not accept what her own eyes were telling her.

“No,” she said, shaking her head violently. “You should be dead. All of the immortals perished a long time ago.”

The old man’s expression did not change. He merely looked at her with that same calm, almost amused stare and said, “Not all of them.”

            

    
        085 Seedlings of Potential

    
    
    
    
                [POV: Mab]

Mab remained suspended high within the daytime sky, her silver hair drifting gently in the wind while the world beneath her descended into chaos. The battle had ended too quickly. The two immortals who had attempted to interfere had perished beneath her hand, leaving behind little more than scattered remnants of their existence. Yet Mab had not allowed every trace of them to vanish. Within her palm rested two severed pinky fingers, preserved carefully through arts that few among the current generation even remembered.

With a casual gesture, the fingers vanished into a pocket dimension hidden within her body. It was a simple technique by immortal standards. Once, countless immortals had maintained entire worlds within themselves. After endless millennia of peace and stagnation, however, many had forgotten what they were truly capable of. They had become complacent.

Mab gazed toward the distant horizon where the remnants of battle still scarred the land.

"It is necessary to take risks," she told herself quietly. "If Wo Li is to prepare for what is coming, then I must evaluate these seedlings he has gathered around himself. Strength forged without hardship is worthless. If they cannot endure this much, they will never survive what awaits us."

Her expression remained calm, but her eyes carried memories older than mountains.

In this life, she would do her best to nurture.

Long ago, in another timeline, another history, Wo Li had stood alone against an impossible future. Entire sects had fallen. Allies had perished. In the end, there had only been Wo Li and Mab standing against the darkness.

She remembered those days vividly.

The exhaustion.

The desperation.

The endless battles that chipped away at hope.

Most of all, she remembered how lonely he had been.

A faint sadness crossed her features.

"I will not allow that to happen again."

The wind carried her words away.

Wo Li would fight many battles in the years to come. That much was unavoidable. Yet if he were to stand against the calamity approaching from beyond the boundaries of fate, then he could not stand alone. He needed companions worthy of sharing that burden. He needed allies who could survive when immortals clashed and worlds burned.

That was why she watched and waited.

Far below, lives and destinies were being tested.

Mab folded her arms and observed silently.

For now, she would allow the seedlings to grow.

Only then would she know whether they possessed the qualifications to stand beside him when the heavens themselves began to fall.

…

..

.

[POV: Li Qing]

Li Qing looked back toward the distant horizon and felt her heart sink.

Leafhome was gone.

The city that had vanished in a matter of moments. Even now, while their forces retreated, the aftermath of the immortal battle remained visible. Mountains had collapsed. Forests had been uprooted. Vast scars stretched across the landscape where unimaginable powers had collided.

Not many cultivators truly understood why immortals concealed themselves from the world.

Li Qing believed she finally understood.

Their power was simply too devastating.

Lady Mab had promised to keep the destruction to a minimum. Li Qing did not doubt the immortal's sincerity. Through the Heavenly Eye, however, she had witnessed countless possibilities. Compared to what might have happened, the destruction of Leafhome was merciful. That realization terrified her.

The retreating cultivators continued moving along the road until Li Qing suddenly raised her voice.

"Stop! All of you, stop where you are. I need time to consult the Heavenly Eye."

The cultivators obeyed immediately.

"Understood, Lady Li Qing."

"We shall hold position."

"Take all the time you require."

Li Qing nodded gratefully before settling herself upon a flat stone. She carefully lifted the crystal orb resting within her robes.

The Heavenly Eye.

Only recently had the sacred treasure been unsealed once more after its recovery.

Unfortunately, its visions had not been encouraging.

Again and again, it had revealed possibilities of failure surrounding the attack against the Dark Order's headquarters. Yet powerful illusion arts and ancient formations had obscured much of the future. Even the Heavenly Eye struggled to penetrate the defenses surrounding the enemy stronghold.

Despite that uncertainty, Li Qing still retained faith.

"Sage Wo Li," she murmured softly, "I trust you."

Closing her eyes, she clasped the crystal orb with both hands.

"Honored ancestors," she prayed quietly, "please do not let the Heavenly Eye fail me now."

The orb brightened.

Instantly, countless visions flooded her mind.

The Heavenly Eye's greatest strength was its authority over lands acknowledged as belonging to its bearer. Within such territory, very little could remain hidden. Vision after vision appeared before her. She saw futures where Lady Mab failed to intercept the two immortals.

She saw the continent shattered. She saw oceans boiling. She saw entire domains collapsing into the void. One future showed nearly a quarter of the continent rendered uninhabitable.

Li Qing forcibly suppressed the horrifying images and redirected the Heavenly Eye toward the enemy force currently advancing upon them.

Numbers appeared before her.

Her face immediately darkened.

"There are seventy-four Core Formation cultivators and ten Nascent Soul cultivators scattered around."

A heavy silence followed.

Li Qing looked toward a middle-aged cultivator nearby.

"Captain Zhong, how many Core Formation cultivators do we currently possess?"

Captain Zhong's expression became grim.

"None, Lady Li Qing."

He paused before continuing.

"We still have a dozen guardians under Lady Li Ming's command. If you command it, they shall come running here to reinforce us. As for the rest of our Core Formation experts? They joined the assault against the Dark Order's base."

"Leave the guardians under my granddaughter be. We'll handle things on our own.

The news was even worse than Li Qing had feared. They had committed too much strength to the main offensive. Normally, they would have contacted the Serenity Cliff Sect immediately. Unfortunately, circumstances were rapidly deteriorating.

Li Qing retrieved a communication talisman and tore it apart. However, nothing happened. The talisman failed to ignite. Her pupils narrowed. Slowly, she looked toward the heavens. Only now did she notice faint spiritual threads woven across the sky.

It was a formation net. Specifically, a communication suppression array.

Cold dread crawled down her spine as she recognized the array far too well.

"A Willow Order formation net..."

The realization sent chills throughout her body.

Without hesitation, Li Qing rose to her feet.

"You!" she shouted, pointing toward a young cultivator. "Take your fastest mount and reach the outpost near the teleportation gate. Request reinforcements immediately."

The young cultivator saluted.

"Yes, Lady Li Qing!"

Li Qing pointed toward several others.

"The rest of you will spread the warning. Inform every outpost that we are under attack. If communication talismans fail, use flags and smoke signals. Any cultivator you encounter must be informed."

The runners quickly acknowledged the order before departing. Only after issuing those commands did Li Qing turn toward Captain Zhong. The veteran cultivator stood straight despite the grim circumstances.

"Captain Zhong."

"Lady Li Qing."

"Gather everyone capable of fighting and prepare defensive positions immediately. Anyone at Qi Refinement or below is to join the evacuation route. They will follow the trail established by the runner heading toward the teleportation gate."

Captain Zhong nodded firmly.

"It shall be done."

Li Qing's gaze hardened.

"There is one more thing."

The captain frowned.

"What is it?"

"I will separate from the main force."

The surrounding cultivators stared at her in shock.

Captain Zhong's eyes widened.

"Lady Li Qing, that is far too dangerous."

Li Qing looked toward the approaching enemy forces visible through the Heavenly Eye.

"No."

Her grip tightened around the crystal orb.

"If I remain with the group, they will simply overwhelm us with cultivation."

Determination filled her voice.

"I will draw their attention and engage them one-on-one whenever possible. Every enemy I delay is another chance for our people to survive. If we can buy enough time, perhaps we can convene with Lady Mab and seek her guidance. She understands far more about what is happening than any of us."

Several cultivators exchanged hopeful looks.

Captain Zhong frowned. "Do you believe she would intervene?"

"I do not know," Li Qing admitted honestly. "But she has aided us already, and if there is a way to put an end to this conflict without sacrificing more lives, she would know it."

One of the guardians stepped forward. "Then our objective should be to reach her."

Li Qing nodded.

"Exactly. Right now, information is our greatest weakness. We do not know why the Dark Order is moving against us now of all times, how extensive their preparations are, or whether this attack is merely the beginning of something larger. Lady Mab may possess answers that we lack."

Captain Zhong folded his arms thoughtfully.

"And until then?"

"Until then, we survive," Li Qing said firmly. "We preserve as many lives as possible, maintain our lines of communication, and gather whatever intelligence we can. If an opportunity presents itself to contact Lady Mab, we take it immediately."

The captain studied her for a moment before lowering his head.

"A wise course of action."

Li Qing tightened her grip around the Heavenly Eye.

"Good. Then protect the evacuation and keep moving toward the teleportation gate. If reinforcements arrive, direct them to secure a path for our civilians. I will do everything I can to slow the enemy until we can regroup, seek Lady Mab's counsel, and hopefully bring this nightmare to an end."

…

..
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[POV: Roo]

A few moments ago...

Roo sat proudly beneath the massive signboard of the Touch Grass Sect, lazily munching on sunflower seeds while fulfilling his important duty as gate guardian. It was a very important duty. Possibly the most important duty. After all, if nobody guarded the gate, who would stop people from stealing the signboard?

The thought alone made him shudder.

Suddenly, a distant explosion rattled the horizon.

Roo's ears twitched.

A second explosion followed, and then a third. Far away, in the direction of Leafhome, enormous waves of spiritual qi erupted into the sky.

Roo nearly dropped his sunflower seeds.

"Oh shit, what was that!?"

He immediately stood upright. Every instinct in his body screamed at him to run toward the explosions and pick a fight. That looked fun. Very fun. Extremely fun. His feet had already taken half a step before he remembered Sage Wo Li's instructions.

Roo froze.

The gate.

The enemies.

The signboard.

His expression became serious. The Sage had told him that enemies gathered around gates. The Sage had also told him to guard this place. Sage Wo Li was wise. Wise people did not lie. Therefore, enemies would definitely come here.

It was simple logic.

Besides, if Roo left, somebody might steal the signboard. That would be terrible. An unforgivable tragedy. So Roo sat back down and continued eating sunflower seeds while waiting. Sure enough, only a short while later, figures appeared from the distant forest.

Roo's eyes lit up.

Enemies!

A whole group of them!

The cultivators wore dark robes and carried thick killing intent. Their cultivation hovered around the Core Formation Realm, making them roughly comparable to Roo himself. The leading cultivator abruptly halted. The entire group stared.

Silence followed.

One of them pointed.

"What in the heavens is that?"

"Is that a giant rabbit?"

"No, it looks like a malformed deer."

"Perhaps a spiritual beast with brain damage."

"It's looking at me funny, so maybe it's indeed brain damage."

Roo frowned.

Another cultivator squinted.

"Why is it guarding a gate?"

"What kind of sect employs a demonic beast as hideous as this?"

Roo's cheeks puffed.

"That's not nice," he complained. "You shouldn't call others with strange names."

The laughter gradually died. The cultivators exchanged glances, and then their expressions became cautious. A spiritual beast capable of speech was rarely ordinary. Without another word, they spread outward and surrounded him.

Roo immediately recognized the movement.

Captain Zhong's soldiers often played formation games with him whenever he became bored. Teacher Ai had also spoken about formations. There were apparently two ways to break them. Or maybe three. Possibly four.

Unfortunately, Roo had forgotten all of them.

He scratched his head.

"Hmm..."

The cultivators finished positioning themselves.

Roo brightened.

"Oh!"

He finally reached a conclusion. He would simply stand here and punch them. That sounded much easier. Roo pointed dramatically.

"NONE SHALL PASS!"

The surrounding cultivators immediately unleashed their spiritual pressure. Power surged between them. One cultivator stepped forward and formed a hand seal.

"Piercing Dragon Formation!"

The others moved in perfect synchronization. Spiritual energy flowed from one cultivator to the next, forming a spiraling chain of power. Momentum accumulated rapidly as each cultivator transferred strength toward the spearhead of the formation.

The leading cultivator's aura exploded.

The ground cracked beneath his feet, and the air shrieked.

Roo's eyes widened.

That looked dangerous.

More importantly, they were getting awfully close to him. Judging by their angle, they might hit the signboard with a wide energy blast and the whole arch structure. Roo glanced upward. The sacred signboard hung above the gate. Were they thinking of stealing it? An idea struck Roo. It was a brilliant idea. A genius idea. The sort of idea only Roo could think of.

If he carried the signboard himself, nobody could steal it.

His eyes sparkled.

"I won't let anyone take my signboard!"

With a mighty leap, Roo shot into the air. His enormous paws wrapped around the massive wooden sign. The arch groaned. The cultivators stared. The arch cracked. The cultivators blinked. Finally, Roo ripped the entire signboard free.

The arch collapsed.

Holding the giant signboard like an oversized club, Roo landed heavily upon the ground. Earth qi surged through his body. Fire qi erupted around him. The wooden signboard ignited with spiritual flames.

The charging cultivator barely had time to scream as Roo swung.

BOOM!

The leading cultivator vanished from the formation.

One moment, he had been there. The next, he became a black-robed comet flying sideways across the battlefield. He crashed into the forest. Immediately, countless Thorn Whips exploded from the surrounding vegetation. The vines wrapped around him with terrifying speed. His horrified screams echoed through the trees.

The Piercing Dragon Formation instantly collapsed.

Roo stared at the signboard in his paws, and his grin widened. This really was clever. Now nobody could steal it.

The remaining cultivators slowly backed away.

Roo's shadow loomed over them. Flames danced around his body. Earthly qi trembled beneath his feet. The gigantic signboard rested upon one shoulder. Then Roo released a deafening roar.

"FACE THE MIGHT OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER!"

The forest shook.

The cultivators collectively reconsidered every decision that had led them to this moment.

…

..
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[POV: Zhen Ai]

Deep within Sage Wo Li's forest stood a beautiful treehouse woven between enormous ancient branches. Inside, peace still lingered.

Tao Wolong sat beside a window, looking anxious.

Across from him sat Zhen Ai.

The young dragon boy stared at his hands before finally voicing the concern that had troubled him for years. "Mother... will the day come when I can transform into a dragon like you?"

Zhen Ai smiled softly. "It will."

Tao Wolong lowered his head. "You always say that."

"Because it's true."

"But I've barely grown at all. It's already been over a hundred years. What if I never grow up? What if I'm stuck like this forever?"

Zhen Ai's expression softened. She reached forward and pulled him into a hug.

Tao Wolong buried his face against her shoulder.

"You'll be fine," she said gently. "Dragons mature differently from humans. Some grow quickly. Some take longer. Don't think too much about it."

"But—"

"You'll be fine."

Her voice carried absolute certainty. Slowly, Tao Wolong relaxed. However, Zhen Ai's expression changed. Her eyes narrowed. Two spiritual pressures had entered her senses just outside her treehouse. They were in the Nascent Soul Realm, and there were two of them.

Zhen Ai immediately rose to her feet.

"Tao Wolong."

The young dragon looked up.

"What is it?"

"Stay here."

Her voice became serious.

"No matter what happens, do not leave this treehouse."

Tao Wolong immediately nodded.

Zhen Ai vanished, causing space to ripple. The next instant, she appeared outside. Two figures stood waiting in a nearby clearing. There was a man and a woman. Both wore dark robes and carried the unmistakable aura of experienced Nascent Soul cultivators.

The male cultivator's eyes immediately brightened.

"Oh? Looks like we got lucky."

He nudged the woman beside him.

"Honey, do you realize what we found?"

The woman smiled.

"A dragon."

"A real dragon."

The man laughed.

"We're rich."

The woman leaned against him flirtatiously.

"Seems this mission is already in the bag."

She smirked.

"After all, how many dragon slayers can boast a record like ours?"

The man grinned.

"Not many."

The two looked completely relaxed as though the battle had already been decided.

Zhen Ai listened patiently, and then she released her spiritual pressure.

BOOM.

The clearing trembled.

The smiles on the couple's faces weakened slightly.

"Judging by your tone," Zhen Ai said calmly, "the two of you seem to be my enemies."

Her golden eyes gleamed.

"So let's skip the prelude and jump directly to the action."

A faint smile appeared.

"Shall we?"

For over a century, Zhen Ai had cultivated without pause, drawing wisdom from the Willow Order, from Lady Mab, and most profoundly from Sage Wo Li, while the forests themselves had become her greatest teachers. Everything she had gathered across those long years now flowed seamlessly through her cultivation. With a steady breath, she raised one hand, and power surged within her.

"Secret Dragon Art: Thousand Dragon Scales."

It was not actually a thousand, but she'd get there.

The sky darkened as seven hundred fifty-two scales erupted upward from the ground, each one a remnant of her former dragon form that had been painstakingly refined through over a century of cultivation. Tiny formations glowed across their metallic surfaces—replenishment arrays, defensive arrays, and spiritual circulation arrays—while the scales floated above the clearing like a swirling metallic storm.

A razor-sharp aura spread through the surroundings, every piece carrying traces of Sage Wo Li’s Raindrop Edge, transforming them into seven hundred fifty-two blades, seven hundred fifty-two killing techniques, and seven hundred fifty-two suspended instruments of death.

The husband and wife’s expressions changed into those of nervousness as the dragon scales slowly rotated overhead, the very air seeming ready to tear apart.

Zhen Ai extended her hand, and hundreds of scales tilted forward in unison, unleashing a terrifying killing intent that descended upon the forest. A cold smile curved her lips. It was not one of warmth, but the predatory smile of a dragon preparing to hunt.

"Let's begin."

            

    
        086 Dark Warrior

    
    
    
    
                Mab hovered high above the battlefield, concealed among the clouds as her immortal senses swept across the entirety of the Hermit Sage Forest. To ordinary cultivators, the forest was a chaotic battlefield filled with countless individual struggles. To her eyes, it resembled a massive board upon which countless pieces moved according to ever-changing strategies and opportunities.

The Dark Order possessed overwhelming numbers. Core Formation experts appeared throughout the forest in organized groups, while Nascent Soul cultivators lurked behind them as hidden trump cards. Yet the defenders were proving far more resilient than anyone had anticipated.

One of the greatest reasons for that was Li Qing.

The Heavenly Eye floated above her like a divine star, continuously gathering information from every corner of the battlefield. Through the artifact, she tracked enemy movements, identified vulnerable targets, and relayed instructions to the Willow Order. More impressively, she coordinated seamlessly with Jia Ping and the three spirit beast chieftains.

"Enemy formation approaching from the eastern ridge," Li Qing transmitted through spiritual sense. "Four Core Formations. Elder Monke, take the center. Buff, break their defensive formation. Mumu, circle behind and cut off retreat."

The monkey elder grinned savagely.

"Finally. A strategy involving punching people."

The four enemy Core Formation cultivators had barely crossed a clearing when Elder Monke descended from the treetops like a falling mountain.

His staff struck first.

The leading cultivator raised a sword artifact to defend.

The sword shattered.

The cultivator was launched through six trees.

"See?" Elder Monke declared proudly. "A simple strategy. My old bones still have it in me!"

The remaining enemies immediately reorganized.

"Formation!"

Golden spiritual chains erupted between them.

Before the formation could stabilize, the earth suddenly trembled as Buff emerged from the undergrowth. The enormous water buffalo lowered his horns.

"Your formation is impressive, but I am larger and stronger."

The formation exploded apart as two cultivators were thrown skyward.

That was when Mumu arrived. The emu chieftain was a blur of feathers and talons.

"Too slow."

Her kick landed against the first cultivator's chest.

Crack.

The second received a peck to the forehead powerful enough to dent a defensive artifact.

Both crashed into the forest floor.

"Targets isolated," Mumu reported calmly.

"Excellent," Li Qing responded. "Finish them."

The three chieftains moved as a single unit. Monke attacked from above. Buff crushed defenses from the front. Mumu exploited every opening they created. The remaining Core Formation cultivators found themselves overwhelmed despite their numerical superiority.

Elsewhere, Roo continued his absurd stand.

More than a dozen Core Formation cultivators surrounded him. They moved in coordinated battle formations, launching sword arts, talismans, and martial techniques from every direction. Yet none could pin him down.

The giant kangaroo bounded across the battlefield with impossible speed.

A spear thrust aimed at his heart.

Roo twisted aside.

A sword descended toward his head.

The signboard in his hands intercepted it.

The impact sent spiritual sparks flying.

Then the signboard smashed directly into the swordsman's face.

Crunch.

The cultivator spun through the air.

"You lot are hopeless!"

Roo laughed.

"The WAY OF THE BOUND SKY STRIDER cannot be contained!"

Three cultivators attempted to surround him. Roo immediately leaped over them. A kick struck one. The signboard struck another. His tail swept the legs from beneath the third.

"Too slow!"

Another formation activated, and golden chains erupted around him in an attempt to trap him. Roo immediately bounced off one tree, then another, and then a third, his movements becoming so erratic and unpredictable that the chains failed to anticipate his trajectory.

"What kind of movement technique is this?!" one cultivator shouted.

Roo landed atop his signboard and pointed dramatically.

"This?"

He grinned.

"This is what happens when talent meets superior legs!"

The cultivators nearly coughed blood.

Meanwhile, the true monsters of the battlefield battled among the heavens. Zhen Ai pursued two Nascent Soul cultivators across dozens of kilometers. Dragon scales orbited around her like a celestial constellation. Each scale became a deadly sword.

The two enemy Nascent Souls repeatedly teleported through the forest.

Zhen Ai chased relentlessly.

Hundreds of dragon scales shot after them. Explosions erupted wherever the scales struck. One of the cultivators finally roared.

"Dragonslayer Art!"

A massive spear formed from spiritual energy. The second unleashed a similar technique. Ordinary dragons would have been greatly threatened. Unfortunately for them, Zhen Ai fought nothing like a dragon. Instead of confronting the attacks directly, she performed hand seals.

Three human cultivation techniques activated simultaneously.

A defensive barrier.

A movement technique.

A sword art.

The dragonslaying attacks missed entirely.

The dragon scales continued hunting their targets.

"What kind of dragon uses techniques?!" one enemy shouted.

Zhen Ai smiled.

"The winning kind."

Forced into desperation, both cultivators activated the Dark Seed, black veins spreading across their bodies as their strength surged dramatically, yet all Mab saw was the inevitable being delayed.

Nearby, Jia Ping dominated her own battle, her flags floating around her like a moving fortress while her spear flashed repeatedly through the air. Each strike forced her opponent farther backward, leaving the Nascent Soul cultivator scrambling to activate multiple treasures merely to survive.

"You should surrender," Jia Ping said calmly.

"Arrogant woman!"

Black energy erupted from the Dark Seed.

Jia Ping sighed.

"You chose the painful option."

Her spear struck again.

The battlefield trembled.

Not far away, Li Qing engaged another Nascent Soul cultivator, their battle unfolding in a tense stalemate as the Heavenly Eye continuously predicted movements and trajectories, allowing her to anticipate nearly every attack moments before it occurred.

However, the Dark Seed granted her opponent frightening adaptability, enabling them to adjust to her foresight and counter her strategies in turn. As a result, neither side managed to gain a decisive advantage, and their clash remained evenly balanced despite the relentless exchange of techniques.

As the conflict escalated, reinforcements finally arrived.

Cultivators from the Twin Mountains Domain began appearing throughout the battlefield, and shortly afterward the outposts successfully contacted the Serenity Cliff Sect, bringing even more defenders flooding into the forest.

For a brief moment, victory seemed within reach, but then the true danger revealed itself.

The Dark Order possessed ten Nascent Soul cultivators in total. Two were occupied fighting Zhen Ai, one battled Jia Ping, and another confronted Li Qing, yet that still left six unaccounted for. Until now, those six Nascent Souls had remained hidden.

Suddenly, six terrifying auras erupted across the battlefield. The pressure of Nascent Soul cultivation descended like heavenly judgment.

The first appeared before Captain Zhong and the Willow Order. A black-robed elder emerged from the shadows. "You insects have performed admirably."

Captain Zhong tightened his grip on his sword. "Then you'll understand how embarrassing your defeat is about to become."

The elder laughed. "Bold words from prey."

Captain Zhong smiled. "Boldness is free. Victory costs effort."

The second Nascent Soul descended before the spirit beast coalition. His aura shook the surrounding trees.

Elder Monke immediately stepped forward. "Oho?"

Buff snorted.

Mumu narrowed her eyes.

The cultivator looked at them dismissively. "A monkey, a buffalo, and a bird."

Elder Monke twirled his staff. "Correct."

Buff lowered his horns. "Observe carefully."

Mumu smiled coldly. "You will shortly become an educational example."

The third Nascent Soul appeared above the Steel Sky Sect. Xing Ning's short hair fluttered beneath the spiritual pressure. The enemy cultivator smirked. "You should run."

Xing Ning adjusted his grip on his blade. "I have heard that advice repeatedly."

"And?"

"I ignored it every time."

The fourth Nascent Soul confronted the Stone Spire Sect. Xu Lei's long hair swayed gently as he stepped forward, his spear faintly vibrating in anticipation.

The enemy sneered. "You understand the difference between our realms."

Xu Lei nodded. "Certainly."

"Then surrender."

Xu Lei smiled. "Unfortunately, understanding something and caring about it are different matters."

The fifth Nascent Soul landed before the arriving Serenity Cliff Sect.

Guo Yimu rubbed his bald head. "Ah."

The enemy blinked. "That is your reaction? Rather lackluster, no?"

Guo Yimu nodded. "I was hoping for a dramatic entrance."

The cultivator frowned. "What?"

Guo Yimu sighed. "Never mind. Since you're here already, let's fight."

Finally, the sixth Nascent Soul appeared before the Touch Grass Sect gate. The surrounding Core Formation cultivators immediately retreated. Even they did not wish to be caught by there superior's powers.

Roo stared at the newcomer, and the newcomer stared back.

For several seconds, neither spoke.

"You look important," said Roo.

The Nascent Soul cultivator smiled. "I am."

Roo nodded thoughtfully. "Good."

The cultivator frowned. "Good?"

Roo grinned. "I was getting tired of beating up your underlings."

The Nascent Soul's smile disappeared. "You think a mere Core Formation can challenge me?"

Roo slammed the signboard into the ground, and the impact echoed across the battlefield. "I think that you've arrived at the wrong gate. I AM THE STRONGEST!"

Across the entire forest, six Nascent Soul auras pressed down upon the defenders, their overwhelming presence causing the battlefield, which had slowly begun to favor the defenders, to shift dramatically once more. From high above, Mab watched with high expectations.

It was about time that the Turtle-Snake made his move.

…

..

.

[POV: Xuanwu]

Deep beneath the Hermit Sage Forest, within a cave that had remained undisturbed for years, Xuanwu slowly opened his eyes.

Darkness and silence greeted him.

For a long moment, he simply remained seated.

The meditation was finally complete.

Achieving harmony between chaos and order had proven far more difficult than he had initially anticipated. Countless times, he had nearly lost himself to one extreme or the other. Order sought stillness and permanence. Chaos sought freedom and endless change. Reconciling both into a single existence had required years of contemplation.

Learning to use a humanoid body had been equally troublesome.

A snake's body moved differently.

A turtle's body moved differently.

A human body moved differently still.

The transition had not been smooth.

Fortunately, Xuanwu possessed an abundance of patience.

He rose from his seat and stretched, his joints cracking softly before he vanished from the cave. The cavern exploded behind him as his figure shot skyward, and moments later he hovered above the forest, the battlefield immediately entering his awareness.

Countless cultivators and spirit beasts clashed amidst explosions, bloodshed, and death as his spiritual senses spread throughout the forest, rapidly assessing the situation. Before long, his attention settled upon a very familiar kangaroo, Roo.

The guardian of the Touch Grass Sect entrance was currently engaged in battle against a Nascent Soul cultivator, and the situation looked unfavorable. A black sword descended as Roo committed too heavily to an attack, leaving him unable to evade. The blade raced toward his neck, only to stop inches from his throat abruptly. The Nascent Soul cultivator's eyes widened while Roo blinked in confusion. The sword was trapped between two fingers.

Xuanwu stood there calmly, his expression unchanged as he pinched the blade between his fingers.

Roo's eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

"OLD BLACK?!"

Xuanwu glanced toward him. The familiar voice brought back many memories. The beasts of the forest had once called him Old Black out of respect and familiarity. It was a name he had worn proudly.

Roo hopped around him in excitement.

"Holy shit! It really is you!"

The kangaroo circled him several times.

"You look completely different!"

Xuanwu raised an eyebrow.

"Is that so?"

"YES!"

Roo pointed dramatically.

"Where's the giant snake?!"

He pointed again.

"And why do you have legs?!"

Another point.

"And hair!"

Xuanwu looked at his hair.

"It looks good on me."

Roo stared and nodded.

"Fair enough."

The Nascent Soul cultivator finally recovered from his shock. With a powerful tug, he pried his sword free from Xuanwu's fingers and retreated several hundred meters. His expression became serious. "I must commend you. To stop my strike so casually, you are clearly no ordinary cultivator."

Xuanwu simply looked at him.

The swordsman attacked. The sword split into hundreds of afterimages as sword intent flooded the battlefield. Illusions layered upon illusions. Each strike appeared real and lethal, yet Xuanwu could see every path, possibility, and intention.

The sword seemed impossibly complex to ordinary cultivators.

To him, it was transparent.

A slight tilt of his head. A single step. A small shift of his shoulder. That was all it took for Xuanwu to dodge them. Every sword strike missed.

The Nascent Soul cultivator's eyes widened.

"What?!"

He retreated instantly. A massive jaw-shaped wave of qi suddenly tore through the area he had previously occupied, gouging a trench through the forest. Trees vanished. Earth split apart. The attack continued for several kilometers before finally dissipating.

Roo stared, and then his face lit up.

"THAT WAS AWESOME!"

The surrounding Core Formation cultivators hesitated as uncertainty entered their expressions.

The Nascent Soul cultivator narrowed his eyes.

"And who exactly are you?"

The battlefield grew quiet. Even the nearby Core Formation cultivators listened.

Xuanwu stepped forward and settled into a martial stance as his voice echoed across the battlefield with calm, unwavering authority. "I am the Black Turtle-Snake of the North, the Dark Warrior, son of the Great Turtle, born with the body of a snake and friend of Sage Wo Li. The heavens know my name, the earth remembers my steps, and neither chaos nor order shall sway my resolve. I am Xuanwu."

As he spoke, the air trembled, the clouds parted, the earth rumbled beneath countless feet, and spiritual energy surged outward while his golden eyes shone with ancient power.

The Nascent Soul cultivator's instincts screamed. Every Core Formation cultivator suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of danger. An illusion descended upon them. Their eyes turned white. Every one of them froze. They no longer saw reality, the battlefield, or Xuanwu.

Xuanwu raised a single finger and lowered it.

Dozens of heads fell simultaneously, and the corpses collapsed moments later. Blood sprayed across the battlefield. The illusion shattered. The dead never even realized what had happened.

Only the Nascent Soul cultivator survived as he had teleported away at the final moment. Even then, a thin line of blood had appeared across his cheek. Fear finally entered his eyes. Unfortunately for him, Xuanwu was already standing before him.

The swordsman recoiled, while panic exploded across his face.

In desperation, black veins erupted throughout his body. The Dark Seed activated. His cultivation surged and his sword intent multiplied.

"THOUSAND DARK WAVE SLASH—!"

Thousands of black sword waves erupted simultaneously. The battlefield disappeared beneath an ocean of destruction. Then Xuanwu released his humanoid form.

An enormous turtle appeared, while a colossal black serpent wrapped around its shell. The sensation of perceiving the world through two heads still felt somewhat strange. But there was no time to dwell on such matters.

The sword waves descended.

Xuanwu shrank.

His body became smaller.

Smaller.

Smaller still.

Until he was no larger than a raindrop.

The countless sword waves missed entirely. The Nascent Soul cultivator's expression turned pale. And then Xuanwu expanded. His body returned to its true scale. The sky darkened. A nearly mountain-sized shadow descended.

The swordsman barely had time to scream.

Crunch.

The earth shook and a crater formed. The Nascent Soul cultivator vanished beneath Xuanwu's immense weight. Moments later, Xuanwu returned to human form. He reached into the wreckage and plucked the Dark Seed free.

Then sharp strands of water qi sliced through flesh and bone.

Arms fell.

Legs fell.

The cultivator collapsed.

Terror filled his eyes.

"Please! Spare me! I can tell you everythi—"

Xuanwu punched him, and the man's head exploded.

The Dark Seed dissolved within Xuanwu's grasp.

Far away, another Nascent Soul aura entered his senses.

Xuanwu looked toward the horizon, looking for his next prey.

Behind him, Roo looked completely starstruck.

"Old Black!"

Xuanwu glanced back.

"Yes?"

"That was incredible!"

Roo's tail bounced excitedly.

"When this is over, we absolutely need to spar!"

A faint smile appeared on Xuanwu's face.

"Be patient."

He turned toward the distant battlefield.

"First, we should deal with our rude guests."

Roo burst into laughter.

His signboard slammed against the ground.

"Now you're speaking my language!"

The kangaroo grinned ferociously.

"Let's go beat them up!"

            

    
        087 Two-VS-One

    
    
    
    
                I looked at the cultivators gathered around me. Guo Yupin stood with Chen Lin, Kang Wen, and Xing Mei. Around us, my surviving crows circled through the air, their cries echoing across the corrupted battlefield. The presence of immortals weighed heavily upon the land, turning the very atmosphere oppressive.

"Leave this place to me," I said firmly. "Your job is not yet done. My crows still live, and with what little cultivation they possess, they shall aid you. The Dark Order remains. Their stronghold still stands. Gather the crows and annihilate them. End this war while I deal with these immortals."

None of them argued. They understood as well as I did that this battle had gone beyond them. Against immortals, even Nascent Soul cultivators could do little. As for Kang Wen, he was merely at Core Formation. Remaining here would only place them in greater danger.

Guo Yupin grimaced as he adjusted his grip on his dead Sect Leader. With a pained expression, he opened his storage ring and carefully stuffed the old man inside.

"Give them hell, Sage," Guo Yupin said with a grin that carried both confidence and concern. "We'll finish what we started."

The next moment, spiritual energy surged around them. One after another, they vanished from the battlefield, retreating toward the Dark Order's stronghold alongside my surviving crows.

The instant they disappeared, I slammed my staff against the ground.

A Thorn Whip erupted to my left.

"Not so fast."

The whip snapped through the air. A blur twisted away from it as an invisibility technique shattered apart. Spiritual ripples revealed a man dressed entirely in black. His robes concealed every feature of his body, leaving only a pair of cold eyes visible beneath the shadows.

He cupped his fist politely.

"My name is Li Chao," he said. "I apologize for doing something so drastic as attacking your companions. However, since it seemed you care so much about them, it felt like the proper course of action."

Then he vanished.

The world fell silent.

I immediately struck my staff against the earth once more. Thorn Whips erupted behind me, forming a massive wall of twisting vines. At the same time, I activated my newly improved Druidic Insight. Combined with the spiritual sensing techniques I had learned from Mab, the battlefield became infinitely clearer.

Every fluctuation of qi? Every movement of air? Every disturbance within nature itself?

Nothing escaped my perception.

"Sunlight Orb."

I pointed my staff to the right, and golden spheres burst into existence.

Li Chao suddenly appeared mid-step before leaping backward to avoid them. His eyes narrowed as he landed atop a broken branch.

He was glaring at me.

I ignored him and shifted my attention toward the old man standing atop the corrupted tree.

"Is Yuan Tao really your name?" I asked. "And why did you betray the Willow Order?"

The old man nodded calmly.

"Yuan Tao is indeed my name, just as that child called me earlier."

His wrinkled face remained expressionless.

"But what difference would it make if you knew why I betrayed the Willow Order? In the end, we are still enemies."

Before I could reply, danger erupted behind me.

Li Chao appeared at my rear.

"Silent Killing," he whispered.

Twin daggers flashed toward my neck. The moment they connected, my body dissolved into withering leaves, because of Shedding. Li Chao's eyes widened as I reappeared beside him.

"Dark Murky Swamp."

Dark energy exploded beneath his feet. The earth softened into a sucking mire while countless vines burst forth to tear him apart. Yet Li Chao simply teleported. He appeared further above the vines, stepping effortlessly through the gaps before vanishing once more. His voice echoed from nowhere.

"I hoped you hadn't forgotten there are two of us."

At that exact moment, the trunk of the corrupted tree split open. An enormous crimson eye stared from within. The eye radiated hatred, and then it fired. A vengeful red beam erupted across the battlefield.

Before it could reach me, a figure appeared. It was Hao Lei. Paper talismans danced around him like a storm of white butterflies. They arranged themselves into a barrier and intercepted the beam. The impact shook the ground.

Yuan Tao's eyes widened slightly.

"You truly betrayed me."

Hao Lei snorted.

"You must have suspected."

"I always felt you were doing everything halfheartedly."

Hao Lei smiled.

"Perhaps because my heart was never with you."

Then he glanced at me.

"You have my loyalty, Senior Wo Li. You need only say the word."

I stared at the battlefield, at the corrupted tree, at Yuan Tao, at Li Chao lurking in the shadows, and at the countless deaths this conflict had caused. Now, I was just pissed. I raised my hand, and then I grabbed at the empty space.

Li Chao suddenly materialized in midair, while my fingers wrapped around his throat.

The assassin's eyes nearly bulged from their sockets.

"W-What?"

He struggled violently.

"Impossible! How are you seeing through my stealth arts so easily?"

His disbelief reminded me of countless lessons I received from Mab.

I squeezed tighter.

"Unless your stealth is at the level of an Immortal Art," I said, "these are just petty tricks to me."

Li Chao's face turned pale.

Meanwhile, Hao Lei looked ready to assist.

I glanced toward him.

"You must be mistaken about something."

My grip tightened further.

"They're my prey."

A dangerous silence followed.

Li Chao's expression twisted into desperation.

"Dao Domain—"

I never allowed him to finish. With a flick of my fingers, I used Raindrop Edge to slice open my arm. Blood mixed with mana and qi. The wound became a perfect vessel. It was an energy source purer than any spirit stone.

"Entanglement."

Massive and violent roots exploded from my arm. They were living roots overflowing with mana and spiritual energy. They wrapped around Li Chao instantly, binding every limb and crushing him within their grasp. His struggles only made the roots tighten further.

And then I extended my other hand.

"Sunblaze Inferno."

Fire erupted.

Li Chao screamed.

Golden flames consumed him completely, burning with such intensity that the surrounding air warped from the heat. The assassin's body disappeared beneath the inferno as his cries echoed throughout the battlefield.

However, I wasn't finished. The scattered fire elements remained. I gathered, recycled, and controlled them to such a fine degree that I was able to cast another spell through them.

"Sunlight Orb."

Hundreds of brilliant golden spheres manifested around me. They illuminated the battlefield like a second sun. With a wave of my staff, every orb shot toward Yuan Tao. The heavens lit up with countless streaks of golden light as an army of miniature suns descended upon the ancient traitor.

"That's not enough," said Yuan Tao as he waved his hand. "Oh, roots, protect me."

Enormous roots engulfed Yuan Tao's position, forming a colossal sphere of tangled wood and writhing vines. Hundreds of Sunlight Orbs slammed into it one after another. The golden spheres ricocheted through the interior, burning everything they touched. Light flashed from countless cracks as explosions echoed continuously from within.

The scattered flame elements remained under my control.

"Explosion."

The roots detonated. Fire erupted in every direction as the enormous sphere burst apart. Burning fragments of wood and vine scattered across the battlefield like meteors while a pillar of flame rose into the heavens. Without taking my eyes off the inferno, I addressed Hao Lei.

"Join the others and help destroy the Dark Order's stronghold."

The illusion master blinked.

"Senior—"

"You'll only get in the way," I interrupted. "And don't misunderstand anything. I still don't trust you. If you wish to earn that trust, then heed my words and assist my companions."

The battlefield gradually settled. Smoke drifted through the air. Within the ruins stood Yuan Tao, completely unharmed. The old man folded his hands behind his back. "How arrogant," he said. "To belittle Hao Lei in such a manner. Your confidence has truly reached the heavens."

Hao Lei merely smiled.

"As you command, Senior Wo Li."

His figure distorted.

An illusion spell concealed his departure as he vanished from the battlefield.

The moment he left, Li Chao's voice emerged from the shadows.

"Are you sure you want to fight the both of us alone?"

I didn't answer, not surprised that he was still alive. Instead, I silently cast additional Thorn Whips beneath the earth. Roots and vines spread through the battlefield without revealing themselves. While speaking, I had been observing. Testing. Learning.

Li Chao was troublesome, but manageable.

The true problem was Yuan Tao.

The old man possessed too many unknown abilities.

"Dao Domain," Li Chao said as darkness rippled outward. "Shadow Hunting Ground."

The world shifted as shadows deepened unnaturally around me. Li Chao vanished, reappeared, and vanished again, his movements blending seamlessly into the darkness. Figures began to surround me—first a dozen, then a hundred, then what seemed like a thousand. Yet I wasn't convinced they were mere afterimages. Something about them felt wrong, and more importantly, something about them felt real.

In response, I activated a Wild Shape.

"Wild Shape: Steppe Mammoth."

My body expanded instantly. Fur covered me. Tusks erupted forward. Immense strength flooded every muscle. With Nature's Stride enhancing my movement, I charged. The earth shattered beneath my feet. I became a living avalanche as I rushed toward the corrupted tree where Yuan Tao stood.

The old man shook his head.

"Fool."

The crimson eye embedded within the trunk opened once more. Hatred radiated from its gaze. A red beam erupted toward me.

"Verdant Barrier."

Layers of vegetation manifested before me. The laser shattered them one after another, but they absorbed enough of the impact for me to endure. I crashed into the tree. The impact echoed like thunder, yet something immediately felt wrong.

I reached out with phytokinesis.

Nothing answered.

The tree ignored me entirely.

Whatever this thing was, it had become something completely unnatural. Cracks spread throughout the trunk. The enormous tree burst apart. Bodies emerged from within. There were hundreds of them. They were Core Formation cultivators. The same cultivators Yuan Tao had murdered. Their flesh had merged with the corrupted wood, transforming them into twisted puppets.

They swarmed me.

At the same moment, Yuan Tao vanished.

Pain exploded through one of my legs. A blade had severed it. Li Chao. The assassin appeared for only an instant before disappearing again. Red glints surrounded me. Dozens. Hundreds. Tiny points of crimson light. The next moment, laser beams erupted from every direction.

"Wild Shape: Butterfly."

My enormous mammoth form vanished. A tiny butterfly replaced it, healing my leg in the process. The lasers passed harmlessly by as I fluttered between them. While moving, I cast another spell.

"Dark Murky Swamp."

Darkness spread across the battlefield as the charging corpses sank beneath the mire, grasping vines dragging them downward into the depths. I dispelled the transformation and returned to my original form, but the instant I reappeared, shadowy limbs erupted from the darkness and coiled around my arms, legs, and torso, locking me completely in place.

Li Chao's voice echoed behind me.

"Just die."

I snorted.

"How about no?"

The assassin's tone became colder and more murderous.

"True Killing Art."

He struck, yet I was faster.

"Wild Shape: Primal Nature Elemental."

Power surged through me, and the world exploded into color as wood, stone, water, fire, and life itself flowed through my transformed body. A metallic clang echoed across the battlefield when Li Chao's assassination technique struck and failed, his blade unable to penetrate my defenses. I flexed, shattering the shadow limbs restraining me in an instant, and Li Chao immediately retreated, vanishing into smoke while relying upon his terrifying speed.

Then a voice appeared beside me.

"Lockshape."

A palm struck my chest. It was Yuan Tao. The blow landed before I could react, as an immense force launched me backward. I immediately stabbed my staff into the earth to halt my momentum. The ground beneath me suddenly softened, and roots erupted. They wrapped around my limbs, restraining me again.

"Quadruple Killing Art: Square."

Four Li Chaos appeared around me. Each held a dagger. Each radiated killing intent. I attempted to cancel my Wild Shape. However, nothing happened. Lockshape. The old man's technique prevented it. I clicked my tongue and then smiled.

"Summer Bloom."

Crimson petals began falling from the heavens. They were beautiful, gentle, and deadly. Every petal that touched something exploded violently. Flames spread everywhere. Summer Bloom enhanced every flame spell I cast several times over on top of the already existing fire damage.

So naturally, I followed it with another.

"Sunblaze Inferno."

I became the center of a blazing sun. Fire exploded outward in every direction. The battlefield vanished beneath waves of golden flame. The roots binding me burned away instantly. The surrounding corpses turned to ash. The shadows retreated. And somewhere within the inferno, I heard Li Chao curse.

"Damn it!"

The assassin was forced from concealment.

Above me, Yuan Tao floated calmly beyond the flames.

His expression finally became serious.

"Dao Domain: Blasphemous Tree of Decay—"

I raised my staff.

"Natural Order."

The world answered. Nature itself rejected his authority. The gathering Dao collapsed. The forming domain shattered before it could manifest. Genuine shock appeared on Yuan Tao's face.

I grinned.

My turn.

I lifted my staff toward the heavens.

"Spirit of the World Tree."

The battlefield trembled, the earth groaned, and something ancient began to awaken.

Behind me, an enormous tree appeared like a mirage.

Its trunk rose beyond the clouds.

Its branches stretched across the heavens.

Its roots seemed to pierce the world itself.

The Spirit of the World Tree had manifested.

Everyone froze at the sight of its majesty. Even the raging flames paused as the ancient presence descended upon the battlefield.

The still-active Summer Bloom became increasingly violent. Crimson petals rained from the sky in endless numbers. Every petal that touched the ground exploded into fire. Every petal that touched a corpse reduced it to ash. Every petal that brushed against corruption burned it away.

Then my transformation evolved.

The Primal Nature Elemental shattered apart.

Something greater emerged.

"Primal Nature Spirit."

My body changed.

Silver-ivory skin hardened like divine jade. Ancient runes formed across my limbs. My hair lengthened and shimmered with emerald light. Immense druidic power gathered around me, causing reality itself to distort.

I no longer resembled a cultivator.

I resembled a king of the old forests.

A Fairy King.

The Spirit of the World Tree loomed behind me as I raised my staff. Power surged into it. The concentration of mana and qi became so dense that cracks spread through the surrounding space. Slowly, I spoke.

"Spring of Life."

The season changed instantly.

Summer Bloom vanished. The sea of burning petals transformed. Crimson flames became emerald leaves. Fire became life. Death became growth. Leaves drifted gently from the heavens. Yet hidden beneath that beauty was overwhelming destruction.

Any wood spell cast beneath the authority of the Spring of Life would be empowered.

And I possessed many wood spells.

The Thorn Whips hidden beneath the battlefield answered my call. First, they were strengthened by the Spirit of the World Tree. Then they were strengthened again by Spring of Life. The vines began to evolve. Thorns became blades. Roots became serpents. Whips became dragons.

The entire forest awakened, while the earth erupted.

Thousands upon thousands of colossal Thorn Whips burst from beneath the ground.

The battlefield disappeared beneath a sea of living wood.

Li Chao's eyes widened.

Yuan Tao's expression froze.

I raised my staff toward the heavens, and the World Tree behind me mirrored the motion.

My voice echoed across the battlefield, across the forest, and across the heavens as I declared, "Dark Order, you abandoned the true path of cultivation. You slaughtered innocents to strengthen yourselves, harvested lives as though they were mere resources, corrupted nature, twisted the cycle of life and death, turned disciples into sacrifices, and transformed cultivation into nothing more than an excuse for greed. Wherever you walked, you spread suffering, leaving behind widows, orphans, and countless corpses, yet you dared to call it cultivation. No. True cultivation seeks harmony. True cultivation seeks understanding. True cultivation seeks balance. You have defied all three, perverting the natural order for your own selfish desires. The tragedies you created, the lives you destroyed, and the suffering you inflicted upon this world cannot be ignored. The balance you shattered shall be restored, and the debt you owe to heaven, earth, and all living things shall be repaid today."

I pointed my staff forward.

"Tear them apart."

The world exploded.

Every Thorn Whip moved simultaneously.

Millions of roots.

Millions of thorns.

Millions of vines.

They descended upon Yuan Tao and Li Chao like divine judgment.

For the first time since the battle began, genuine shock appeared on Yuan Tao's face.

"No..." The old man's voice carried disbelief. His eyes widened as he stared at the impossible forest surrounding him. "No, this is impossible."

The approaching sea of living wood reflected within his pupils.

His composure cracked.

"This isn't nature. This isn't balance. This isn't cultivation!" The denial came immediately, his voice rising higher with every word as the Thorn Whips continued advancing. The old man took a step backward. For the first time, Yuan Tao looked afraid. Yet even then, he shook his head and said, "No. I was right. I had to do it. The weak exist to serve the strong. Everything I built was necessary."

The words grew weaker as they left his mouth, sounding less like conviction and more like an attempt to convince himself. The roots closed in. The vines surrounded him. The forest tightened. The Thorn Whips towered above him like executioners.

Yuan Tao looked up at me, at the World Tree standing behind me, and at the countless leaves filling the heavens.

For a fleeting moment, I saw something hidden beneath his denial. It was doubt. A tiny crack. A flaw in the conviction he had clung to for the entirety of his immortal life.

Regardless, the forest descended upon him without mercy.
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                [POV: Kang Wen]

Kang Wen was the weakest cultivator among those gathered around him. Surrounded by Nascent Soul experts and Sect Leaders whose names shook entire regions, he alone remained in the Core Formation realm. Yet despite the enormous disparity, he fulfilled his role without hesitation. Fear and nervousness lingered within his heart, but he suppressed them beneath a determined expression.

"Everyone, this way," Kang Wen said while moving through the forest. "The Dark Order's fortress lies beyond these mountains. Follow closely. The paths ahead are filled with formations and hidden traps."

The group accelerated through the forest using body-lightening arts and movement techniques. Leaves and branches blurred past as they crossed enormous distances with every step. Kang Wen pushed his cultivation to its limits merely to keep pace. Were it not for him leading the way, the Nascent Soul cultivators with him could have reached their destination much sooner.

Above them, countless black crows circled through the skies.

A moment later, sound transmissions entered their minds.

"Turn east after the fallen stone ridge."

"A hidden killing formation lies three hundred meters ahead."

"Do not step upon the moss-covered ground to your left."

"Continue forward. The safest route has already been marked."

The crows served as their eyes, constantly relaying information gathered from above. Thanks to their guidance, the group bypassed numerous traps that would have otherwise delayed their progress.

They had not traveled far when a terrifying explosion erupted behind them.

BOOOOM!

The heavens trembled.

An overwhelming wave of spiritual energy surged across the forest. Kang Wen instinctively glanced backward and nearly lost control of his breathing.

Enormous thorn-covered vines erupted from the earth.

Each vine possessed the thickness of an ancient pillar supporting the heavens. They stretched upward endlessly before branching outward like colossal trees. Forests vanished beneath their advance. Mountains disappeared behind walls of living green. The vines spread across the horizon with frightening speed.

The sight left everyone speechless.

Guo Yupin stared at the distant battlefield as cold sweat formed across his forehead.

"We've been fools," he said quietly. "Every one of us. We thought ourselves powerful because we stood in the Nascent Soul realm. Compared to true immortals, we're no different than insects watching dragons fight."

Nearby, Xing Mei remained equally shaken.

"My ancestors spoke of immortal battles," she said. "They told stories of rivers changing course and mountains collapsing beneath divine techniques. I believed they exaggerated to preserve legends. Looking at this... perhaps they understated everything."

Chen Lin's eyes widened as she watched entire sections of the forest vanish beneath the advancing sea of vines.

"The ancient records described immortals destroying domains and shaking entire continents," she muttered. "I always believed those accounts were embellished by future generations. Yet this is only one exchange of attacks..."

No one disputed her words. The terrifying truth stood before them.

When immortals fought, cultivators of lower realms scarcely mattered. Perhaps Soul Transformation experts could contribute something. But Nascent Soul cultivators? Their greatest contribution was surviving. As for Core Formation cultivators like Kang Wen, they would be fortunate merely to remain standing when such powers were unleashed.

Swallowing nervously, Kang Wen forced himself to look away from the impossible battlefield.

"The fortress is still ahead," he said. "Let's continue moving."

The others silently nodded.

No matter how astonishing the battle behind them became, there was nothing they could do except leave it to the immortals.

…

..

.

I stood atop one of the enormous vines and overlooked the destruction spreading beneath me.

Far below, Li Chao desperately attempted to flee.

He darted between shadows with remarkable speed, his body flickering from one dark corner to another. Unfortunately for him, the Thorn Whips had already locked onto his presence. Hundreds of thorn-covered vines pursued him relentlessly through the battlefield.

One vine finally caught his leg.

A second wrapped around his waist.

A third seized his arm.

Then dozens more descended.

Since simple death could not erase his form of immortality, I targeted the foundation sustaining his existence. The vines pierced into his body and tore apart his dantian. His Golden Core shattered under immense pressure. Moments later, his Immortal Soul was dragged from within him and ripped apart piece by piece. The vines continued their work, shredding every meridian they encountered until nothing remained intact.

Li Chao's scream echoed across the battlefield.

"Mercy! Mercy! Please! Spare me! I was wrong! I was blind! Please spare my life!"

I remained unmoved.

The vines continued their work until his cultivation foundation had been completely destroyed.

Despite my anger, I restrained myself.

The temptation to unleash my full strength remained present. With enough force, I could potentially split this domain apart and erase everything within it. The Dark Order would likely perish alongside countless mountains and forests.

That outcome held little appeal.

Such destruction would waste valuable resources and provide no guarantee that every enemy would die. A cornered enemy often possessed methods of escape.

Calming myself, I shifted my focus elsewhere.

Yuan Tao had vanished.

The old man flickered away during the chaos and disappeared beneath the endless network of vines. I expanded my senses throughout the battlefield and immediately detected numerous presences concealed behind the massive trunks and tangled roots.

"Razorjade Leaf."

The vines responded instantly. Countless jade-colored leaves burst from their surfaces. Each projectile possessed razor-sharp edges capable of severing steel. They accelerated through the battlefield like emerald comets, homing directly toward every hidden presence I had detected.

Moments later, numerous explosions erupted.

Powerful qi signatures flared into existence.

Blood and gore splattered across the vines.

Several concealed Yuan Taos died before they even had the chance to reveal themselves.

Then Yuan Tao's laughter echoed from every direction, his despair transformed into a desperate bid for supremacy. "You think this is enough, Wo Li?" his voice thundered throughout the battlefield. "I didn't survive this long by relying on luck. I won't go down so easily!"

I calmly scanned the battlefield.

"It is futile," I replied. "The more you struggle, the deeper your grave becomes."

A moment of silence followed, and then an overwhelming surge of sinister energy erupted from below.

"Dao Domain: Blasphemous Tree of Decay!"

The battlefield transformed. Huge portions of my vine network instantly withered into gray ash. Life vanished wherever the corrosive domain expanded. At the center of the phenomenon, an enormous tree burst from the earth. Its bark appeared black and rotten. Countless red eyes opened across its trunk and branches. Thousands. Perhaps tens of thousands. Every eye stared directly at me.

The moment their gazes settled upon my body, I felt decay spreading through my flesh. My skin blackened. Chunks of flesh crumbled into ash. Even my spiritual energy began deteriorating beneath the influence of the domain.

Yuan Tao had desperately cast his Dao Domain again, leaving his qi reserves rapidly depleted.

Without hesitation, I raised my staff.

"Lifepulse."

A surge of vibrant life energy erupted throughout my body. The spreading decay immediately slowed. Flesh regenerated as quickly as it deteriorated. The opposing forces entered a temporary stalemate while I studied the monstrous tree before me.

The countless crimson eyes blinked simultaneously.

The tree towered over the battlefield.

Even compared to the Spirit of the World Tree standing behind me, it possessed a comparable height. Its rotten branches stretched across the heavens while countless crimson eyes glared in my direction. Every gaze carried decay, corruption, and hatred. The surrounding land blackened wherever its influence spread.

I pointed my staff toward the monstrous tree.

"I told you," I said calmly. "It's pointless."

The instant the words left my mouth, pain erupted through my body.

My arm fell.

For a brief moment, I watched my hand still clutching the staff as it tumbled through the air. The severed limb spun end over end before beginning its descent toward the battlefield below.

A figure appeared before me.

It was Li Chao.

I immediately sensed something was wrong.

He was dead.

I had destroyed his dantian. Shattered his Golden Core. Torn apart his Immortal Soul. Reduced his cultivation foundation to nothing.

Yet he still moved.

His skin had turned pale gray. Black veins pulsed beneath rotten flesh. His eyes no longer contained life, only an endless hunger.

He was undead.

Above me, Yuan Tao emerged from the sky.

"Immortal Art: Eternal Undeath."

The old man waved his sleeve and opened a vast pocket dimension overhead. The heavens darkened, and then bodies began falling in thousands and tens of thousands.

An endless rain of corpses descended from the dimensional opening. Some wore ancient armor. Others wore tattered sect robes. Many possessed cultivation bases that had once reached Core Formation or Nascent Soul.

The moment they appeared, dark energy flooded into their remains. Rotting flesh regenerated. Eyes opened. Bone snapped back into place. Every corpse rose again as an undead servant.

I reacted immediately.

Using Nature's Stride on my falling staff, I appeared beside it and caught it with my remaining hand. At the same time, I poured quintessence into Lifepulse. Emerald light surged through my shoulder. New flesh rapidly formed as my arm regenerated.

Without slowing down, I tossed the detached arm into the air.

"Verdant Barrier."

Leaves erupted from the detached arm and burst into a powerful barrier spell around me. Roots twisted together. Ancient bark, vines, flowers, and countless forms of plant life manifested in layers around my body. Brilliant green light flowed through the defensive structure as nature qi reinforced every inch.

The undead horde collided with it moments later.

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

Thousands of attacks hammered the barrier, and cracks rapidly spread. Li Chao arrived at the front and drove his fist into the protective shell. The impact shattered entire layers instantly. The undead former immortal raised his arm for another strike.

Yuan Tao's voice echoed from somewhere beyond the battlefield.

"CORPSE EXPLOSION!"

Every undead surrounding me swelled grotesquely.

I felt danger immediately.

Fortunately, I had gathered enough quintessence.

I slammed my staff against the ground.

"Autumn Fall."

The world aged. Life withered. The battlefield transformed beneath the authority of autumn. Millions of Thorn Whips reaching toward the heavens instantly lost vitality. Leaves yellowed. Bark cracked. Vines shriveled. Everything around me entered a rapid decline.

The undead horde decayed even faster.

Bodies collapsed into dust before they could explode.

Li Chao struggled forward despite the overwhelming effects of the spell. His undead body continued moving through sheer stubbornness, empowered by remnants of his previous immortality.

At the same time, the Blasphemous Tree of Decay furiously resisted. Its countless eyes blazed brighter. The rotten giant greedily devoured the decaying energies around it and converted them into nourishment. Its branches expanded, and its eyes prepared to unleash another calamity.

I struck the ground a second time.

"Summer Bloom."

The world erupted with countless petals of living flame bursting into existence. They scattered across the battlefield like a burning storm. The withering energies created by Autumn Fall became fuel for Summer Bloom. Decay transformed into fire. Death transformed into destruction.

The petals engulfed everything.

Undead burned.

Rotten branches ignited.

The massive tree screamed as thousands of crimson eyes exploded one after another.

Meanwhile, I sensed Yuan Tao fleeing.

The old man was already retreating. His presence rapidly widened the distance between us. I immediately transformed. My body shrank and shifted. Feathers covered my form. Using Wild Shape, I became a falcon.

I poured a tremendous amount of quintessence into Nature's Stride.

Space blurred.

The world vanished.

An instant later, I appeared beside the fleeing Yuan Tao. The old man visibly flinched. I saw genuine fear in his eyes, along with desperation. Without hesitation, he threw dozens of talismans toward me. Lightning talismans. Fire talismans. Sealing talismans. Defensive talismans. Everything he possessed.

Above us, the Spirit of the World Tree followed closely behind, its colossal form moving through the heavens like a divine guardian.

I dispelled my Wild Shape.

My falcon body dissolved.

Silver-ivory skin emerged once more. The power of the Primal Nature Spirit flooded through me. This time, I did not retain my staff. I no longer needed it. I seized Yuan Tao's arm before he could escape. And then I struck directly at his existence.

My hand passed through flesh, qi, spirit, grasped his soul, and I pulled.

Yuan Tao's translucent soul was violently torn from his body.

The old man's eyes widened in absolute horror.

"No... no! That's impossible!" he screamed. "You can't touch souls directly! That's impossible! What are you?!"

I ignored the panic in his voice. There were many things I could accomplish in this form. Back in the game, most of them had existed only as flavor text attached to the Primal Nature Spirit transformation. Reality proved considerably more flexible.

Holding his soul firmly in my grasp, I looked directly into his terrified eyes.

"Where did you obtain the Dark Seed within your body?"

Yuan Tao froze.

The records of the Willow Order had been quite clear. Dark Seeds originated from the Abyss. They were corrupted sources of power refined through methods that should not exist in the mortal world. More importantly, only a Shén possessed the ability to create them.

That fact disturbed me greatly.

Yuan Tao's expression twisted, and then he laughed. "I'd rather die than tell you anything," he spat. "You think you've won? You know nothing."

The moment he finished speaking, something changed. His soul began withering. The edges of his spirit fragmented into gray dust. At the same time, his physical body rapidly aged. Wrinkles spread across his skin. His flesh collapsed. His bones crumbled.

Within seconds, Yuan Tao's body was reduced to ash drifting through the wind.

I stared at the disintegrating soul in my hand.

The withering continued.

My expression darkened.

Now, that didn't look good.
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                I returned to the plains where the battle had been at its most intense. The earth was scarred beyond recognition. Craters pockmarked the landscape, broken trees lay scattered across the ground, and lingering traces of spiritual energy drifted through the air like ghosts unwilling to depart. I closed my eyes and stretched my senses through phytokinesis. Countless roots beneath the soil became my eyes and ears, carrying information from every direction.

I searched for corpses.

The undead that had recently perished were easy enough to identify. Their lingering death aura stood out among the countless remains littering the battlefield. The difficulty came from the sheer number of Core Formation cultivators who had accompanied us. Their spiritual signatures blended together into a confusing mess.

The result of this operation had been bleak.

If I had to be painfully frank, the bulk of the casualties belonged to the Willow Order. Most of them had never stood a chance against enemies of this caliber. They had marched here believing they could contribute to the war effort, only to become corpses upon the battlefield.

Their deaths had been utterly pointless.

My expression darkened as I walked through the field. One after another, I stored every body I could find into my storage ring. Friends and enemies alike disappeared from the ruined landscape.

I was not confident I could resurrect this many people.

That was not even accounting for the logistics involved. More troubling was the bizarre feeling that my resurrection spell would not function properly on them. Something about the dead cultivators felt wrong, as though their souls had already been disturbed by forces beyond my understanding.

Most frightening of all was the misfortune.

Every resurrection invited backlash from fate. The greater the violation, the greater the price. Bringing back a handful of people was one thing. Bringing back hundreds was another matter entirely.

I did not know whether I could survive the consequences.

Eventually, I reached the enormous crater where the rotten tree had first manifested. The devastation was immense. The surrounding forest had been obliterated, leaving behind a barren wound upon the land.

I planted my staff into the ground.

According to Druidic Insight, the forest could recover. Nature was resilient. It merely needed a proper foundation.

A body of water would suffice.

"Water Ball."

I infused the spell with quintessence.

The surrounding air trembled.

An enormous sphere of water materialized overhead. It continued expanding until it resembled a floating lake suspended in the sky. When I judged the size sufficient, I released my control.

The sphere descended into the crater.

A thunderous splash echoed across the plains.

Water surged outward before settling into the depression. Using phytokinesis, I carefully guided the surrounding terrain. Soil shifted. Stone cracked. Roots spread through the earth. The shape of the lake gradually transformed under my direction until it appeared natural.

When I finally stepped back, a pristine lake occupied the center of the forest.

Life would return.

Perhaps not today.

Perhaps not tomorrow.

But it would return.

Satisfied, I turned toward the Dark Order stronghold.

Even from a distance, sounds of battle reached my ears.

"Kill them!"

"Push forward!"

"Hold the eastern courtyard!"

"Formation! Formation!"

Spiritual techniques collided with explosive force. Metal rang against metal. The cries of wounded cultivators mixed with the roars of battle.

A familiar weight landed upon my shoulder.

Old Crow folded his wings and clicked his beak.

"My lord, there weren't any casualties on our side," he reported. "The resistance has been ferocious, though. The Dark Order has more experts than we expected. We also linked up with Hao Lei and his people."

I raised an eyebrow.

"Hao Lei?"

Old Crow nodded.

"He's occupied with something else. Whatever he's fighting, it isn't normal."

That immediately caught my attention. The stronghold soon came into view. The gates had already been destroyed. Fragments of reinforced stone littered the entrance. Blood stained the walls. Corpses wearing dark robes lay scattered across the courtyard.

I stepped through the broken gateway.

The battle inside was still raging.

Xing Mei moved through the battlefield like a storm incarnate. Every swing of her sword unleashed violent winds capable of shredding cultivators apart. Her enemies struggled to approach before being blown backward by tempestuous currents.

Nearby, Chen Lin directed the flow of battle. Spells continuously erupted from her hands as she coordinated allied movements.

"Left flank advance!"

"Don't break formation!"

"Focus on the Nascent Soul cultivator!"

Her commands kept the Willow Order organized despite the chaos.

Guo Yupin fought surrounded by orbiting swords. The blades moved according to his will, weaving through the battlefield like a deadly constellation. Every rotation claimed another enemy.

Kang Wen's fighting style had become even stranger than before.

Dark spells intertwined with fiendish swordsmanship. Black energy flowed around his blade as he cut through enemy cultivators with ruthless efficiency.

Mixed among the Willow Order forces were cultivators dressed in dark robes. They were Hao Lei's subordinates. Apparently, they had chosen their side rather quickly in the side of there master.

I quickly assessed the battlefield.

Every remaining enemy possessed at least Core Formation cultivation. Several Nascent Soul cultivators remained active. They were dangerous opponents for ordinary cultivators.

Old Crow clicked his beak again.

"You know those Soul Transformation cultivators that showed up earlier?"

I glanced toward him.

"What about them?"

"Hao Lei killed them."

I stopped walking.

Old Crow continued.

"Every single one. Then that dark thing appeared and Hao Lei was forced to fight it by himself!"

The dark thing. Whatever it was, it had managed to occupy Hao Lei. That alone spoke volumes. For now, however, the battlefield demanded immediate attention. I raised my staff. Control Weather spread outward. Dark clouds gathered overhead. Rain began to fall.

Every cultivator upon the battlefield was quickly drenched.

The enemy paid little attention.

That was their mistake.

I struck the ground with my staff.

"Winter Sonata."

The world became silent, and then the frost began to sing. An ethereal melody echoed throughout the battlefield. Snowflakes drifted from the heavens while freezing energy spread through the falling rain.

Using Druidic Insight and my enhanced senses, I carefully controlled the spell.

Allies were ignored.

Enemies were not.

The moment the freezing energy touched them, Core Formation cultivators froze solid one after another. Dozens became ice statues. The battlefield fell into stunned silence. The surviving Nascent Soul cultivators reacted instantly.

Three flashes of light erupted as they escaped through movement techniques.

However, they were not faster than me.

"Wild Shape: Tyrant Lizard King."

My body expanded explosively. Muscles swelled. Scales emerged. Massive jaws opened. Nature's Stride activated simultaneously and the world blurred. Before the nearest Nascent Soul cultivator could react, my jaws closed around him.

Crunch.

His upper and lower halves separated instantly. Blood rained through the snow. I immediately released the transformation. My body returned to normal in a single breath.

The second Nascent Soul cultivator attempted to flee.

I pointed my staff toward the sky.

"Raindrop Edge."

The falling snow crystals transformed. Each crystal became a blade. Thousands descended simultaneously. The cultivator raised defensive techniques in desperation. However, they just shattered.

The storm of crystal blades pierced his body from every direction.

He collapsed moments later.

The final Nascent Soul cultivator abandoned all dignity.

Rather than fight, he slammed his hands into the ground and attempted to escape underground through earth shaping.

I calmly raised my staff.

"World Fall."

Gravity multiplied. The earth itself groaned. The fleeing cultivator screamed. His body was violently forced downward before being crushed beneath the overwhelming pressure. The ground collapsed inward around him.

Silence followed.

The battlefield had ended.

Hao Lei's subordinates visibly tensed.

Several immediately reached for their weapons.

One of them swallowed nervously.

"Monster..."

"Is he really our ally?"

"How can someone this terrifying exist?"

I glanced toward them.

The cultivators immediately stiffened.

"I'm an ally," I said. "Where is your master?"

The group exchanged uncertain looks before one finally stepped forward.

"Master Hao is deeper within the stronghold."

His expression grew serious.

"Whatever he's fighting, it's still alive."

Before I could take more than a few steps, a figure suddenly landed before me.

Chen Lin dropped to one knee.

Her fist cupped into her palm, her head lowered in respect. The normally composed elder looked exhausted. Dirt stained her robes. Blood streaked one side of her face. The battle had taken its toll on her.

"Sage Wo Li," she said quietly. "Thank you for your heroic deeds. Without your intervention, we would have suffered even greater losses."

She hesitated.

The next words seemed difficult to say.

"The members of my Willow Order... what became of them?"

I looked at her for several moments before answering.

"They perished in battle."

The color drained from her face. Her shoulders trembled. For a moment, she simply knelt there in silence. Then she asked softly, "Is there truth to the tales of your power over resurrection?"

The battlefield grew strangely quiet.

Even those nearby were listening.

Chen Lin lowered her head further, hiding the doubts that probably smeared her face.

"I apologize for my rudeness."

Her voice shook.

"But I beg for your aid during my sect's most trying times."

I stared at her.

Where had I heard that before?

Ah.

Li Qing.

The difference was that Li Qing had never been this shameless. At least, she had been able to meet my eyes. Chen Lin could not even do that. If I were going to resurrect someone, it certainly would not be for her sake.

"No."

The answer came without hesitation.

Chen Lin's body stiffened, and then she suddenly lowered herself completely. Her forehead struck the ground.

"Sage Wo Li, please show mercy!"

She kowtowed.

Again.

And again.

"I was arrogant!"

Another kowtow.

"I believed I understood the might of immortals!"

Another.

"I overestimated myself!"

Her voice cracked.

"The cultivators who followed me trusted my judgment. They marched here believing they would return home. They died because of my mistakes."

Her forehead struck the ground once more.

"But they can still have a second chance through your hands! Sage Wo Li, please... please, I am begging you. I know I have no right to ask this of you. I know I have already burdened you far more than I should have, but I cannot simply accept this. I cannot return to the Willow Order and tell their families that their sons and daughters are gone forever. I cannot face my fellow elders and tell them that the disciples they entrusted to me died because of my arrogance. Every one of those cultivators followed me because they believed in my judgment. They trusted me. They believed I would bring them home."

Tears streamed down her face and splashed against the ground beneath her.

"I failed them. I failed all of them. If anyone deserves punishment, it is me. Not them. Please, Sage Wo Li, if there is even the slightest possibility, if there is even the smallest chance that they can live again, then I beg you to grant it. Let them have another opportunity. Let them see their families again. Let them continue the lives that were stolen from them here. I will accept any price, any punishment, any humiliation. I will spend the rest of my life repaying the debt if I must. Just... please..."

Her voice broke into sobs.

"Please save them."

I looked down at her.

"No."

The answer remained unchanged.

A second later, two more figures stepped forward. It was Xing Mei and Guo Yupin.

Both cupped their fists and fell to their knees.

"Sage Wo Li," Xing Mei said. "I beg for mercy. Countless disciples of the Steel Sky Sect followed me here. They died believing they were helping deliver justice. If there remains even the slightest possibility of saving them, I ask you to consider it."

Guo Yupin's expression was even more pained.

His face seemed to age years in mere moments.

"My Sect Leader died in this battle."

His voice was hoarse.

"I brought him here."

The guilt in his eyes was unmistakable.

"I brought disciples of my Sect here. If anyone deserves blame, it is me. I beg Sage Wo Li to show mercy upon the dead of Serenity Cliff Sect."

I clenched my jaw.

This was different from Chen Lin. These two carried the weight of entire sects upon their shoulders. They had people depending on them. People mourning because of them. People dead because of their decisions.

Yet my answer did not change.

"No."

The word echoed through the courtyard. Silence followed. Today, I had learned the immense value of resurrection.

Hao Lei had betrayed the Dark Order despite decades, perhaps centuries, of loyalty.

Why?

Because my power of resurrection existed and the possibility of undoing death existed within me.

Hao Lei was an immortal. He was a being standing at the pinnacle of cultivation. Yet even he had been willing to gamble everything for a chance at bringing someone back.

I had underestimated my powers in this world.

At times, they felt diminished. The interaction between mana and qi often weakened their effects. That much was true. But what I possessed operated under completely different rules.

A simple respawn mechanic?

An ordinary resurrection spell?

In LWO, they were conveniences.

Here, they were miracles.

If word spread too far, people would kill kingdoms for monopoly to such power.

No.

If I was going to bring someone back to life, it would be solely by my will. Not because others demanded it. Not because they expected it. Not because they viewed me as a solution to their failures.

I stepped forward.

The three sect leaders remained kneeling.

My voice hardened.

"Do you know what your problem is?"

None of them answered.

"You are arrogant."

Their expressions changed.

I continued.

"You charge into danger without adequate preparation, you gamble with the lives of your followers as though their lives are chips on a gaming table, and then when everything falls apart, you expect someone else to bear the consequences of your decisions; that is arrogance, plain and simple."

My gaze settled on Xing Mei.

"You."

She lowered her head.

My voice sharpened.

"Ask yourself honestly, Xing Mei—was this revenge truly worth it? Was avenging old grievances worth the lives of every disciple who followed you here believing in your cause? When you look at the dead scattered across this battlefield, can you truly say their sacrifices were worth the satisfaction of settling a score? Or did your hatred blind you to the cost until it was too late?"

Xing Mei's body trembled.

I did not wait for her answer.

I turned toward Guo Yupin.

"Guo Yupin, you involved your sect in a conflict that was never theirs to begin with, and in doing so, you dragged your Sect Leader and your fellow disciples into a war they had no obligation to fight; you placed loyalty above judgment, and now the very man you were supposed to support and protect lies dead because of that choice."

His face paled, but I wasn't done yet.

"Look around you. This is the result. Your Sect Leader trusted your judgment enough to come here, and now he will never return home. Tell me, was it truly right to gamble the future of your entire sect on a matter that belonged to the Willow Order?"

Guo Yupin closed his eyes.

His shoulders slumped.

Finally, I looked at Chen Lin.

Of the three, she appeared the most devastated.

"You failed as a leader, Chen Lin. Those cultivators followed you because they believed you would guide them victoriously through danger. They trusted your experience, your wisdom, and your judgment. A leader's duty is not merely to command people into battle. It is to understand the risks, to recognize when a situation exceeds their capabilities, and to protect those under their care from needless death. Yet you led them here despite not fully understanding what you were facing, and because of that failure, the people who placed their faith in you are now corpses scattered across this battlefield."

The words struck harder than any attack, and I made sure they would hurt.

"They trusted you, and that trust carried a responsibility you failed to uphold. Whether your intentions were noble or not no longer matters to the dead. What matters is that they followed their leader into a trap and paid for that mistake with their lives."

Tears appeared in her eyes.

I took a slow breath. Truthfully, I was angry at myself as well. Many of these deaths could have been avoided, and there were things I could have done differently, things I should have anticipated, and things I should have handled personally. The blame did not belong solely to them. Even so, these words still needed to be spoken, because I was not a wish button, nor was I some magical solution that existed to clean up everyone's mistakes.

Slowly, I reached into the Ring of Dark Banishment in my hand.

I tossed it toward Chen Lin.

She barely managed to catch it.

Her eyes widened.

I pointed at the ring.

"Reflect."

The single word carried far more weight than any lecture.

"When you finally understand where you went wrong..."

My gaze swept across all three of them.

"...then the next time, make sure you do not commit the same mistakes again."

None of them dared to speak.

The courtyard remained silent.

I turned away.

My anger still burned.

But allowing it to control me would accomplish nothing.

Taking a slow breath, I began walking deeper into the Dark Order stronghold.

            

    
        090 Shadow Swarm

    
    
    
    
                I entered deeper into the Dark Order stronghold. The gates leading to the central palace had long since been shattered. Massive doors lay broken upon the ground, while statues that once glorified forgotten figures had been reduced to rubble. Chunks of stone and debris littered every corner of the courtyard. Rays of sunlight streamed through the ruined entrance behind me, yet the palace interior remained engulfed in darkness.

The darkness felt wrong.

It was not merely the absence of light. It was a living thing, an oppressive force that pushed back against the sunlight itself. The golden rays reached only a short distance before being swallowed whole. It was as though the darkness possessed a will of its own.

I tightened my grip on my staff and cast Sunlight Orb.

A sphere of brilliant radiance formed above my head, illuminating the surroundings with warm golden light. Shadows retreated from its presence, though only reluctantly. With the orb hovering overhead, I continued deeper into the palace.

The further I walked, the more silent everything became.

Eventually, I felt something change. I glanced behind me, and the entrance was gone. The corridor through which I had entered had vanished completely. There was no broken gate. No ruined courtyard. No trace of the path I had just traveled.

Instead, there was only darkness that stretched endlessly in every direction.

"Hao Lei!" I called.

My voice echoed through the void.

"If you're playing tricks on me, you'll regret it heavily when I find you!"

The darkness answered with silence.

Only my own voice returned to me.

I frowned and cast another Sunlight Orb. The newly formed sphere floated away from me, drifting ahead through the darkness. Its radiance revealed a long hallway stretching into the distance just for a brief moment.

Slowly, the darkness moved like a starving beast; it surged forward and swallowed the orb whole.

The light vanished instantly.

I instinctively stepped backward. The scenery shifted. When I regained my bearings, I found myself standing within the very hallway the orb had revealed. I immediately turned around. The darkness behind me remained unchanged.

A formation?

Maybe, an illusion?

Or perhaps something else entirely?

I narrowed my eyes.

"Thorn Whip."

A thick vine burst from the ground and slithered forward. Maintaining my phytokinesis, I extended my senses through the living plant. Sight. Hearing. Touch. Smell. The vine became my second body. As it advanced through the darkness, I followed.

It did not take long before I finally reached the source of the disturbance.

My footsteps slowed.

There stood Hao Lei.

A mysterious lantern floated above his head, flickering weakly as though struggling to remain lit. Shadowy chains wrapped around his body from every direction, binding his limbs and anchoring him firmly in place.

Four talismans hovered around him.

The characters written upon them were unlike any script I had ever encountered.

"Not a step closer!" Hao Lei cried.

"What exactly happened here?"

Hao Lei's expression darkened.

"It seems Yuan Tao was hiding something unpleasant beneath this palace. Some sort of wraith."

As he spoke, his gaze lowered toward his shadow. I followed his gaze and saw something move within his shadow. The shadow beneath Hao Lei's feet twisted unnaturally. Its outline shifted constantly, as though something inside it was attempting to crawl free.

"Leave this to me," Hao Lei said. "I don't wish to put you in danger. Your resurrection abilities are too precious. Besides, I still require your assistance for something else in the future."

I snorted.

"Don't be arrogant."

Without waiting for a response, I raised my staff and launched another Sunlight Orb directly into the shadow.

The instant it struck, an ungodly screech exploded throughout the hallway.

"SKRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!"

The sound was so terrible that the surrounding darkness visibly trembled.

Hao Lei winced.

I did not stop.

My staff swung repeatedly through the air. One Sunlight Orb after another materialized around me. Dozens. Hundreds. Like miniature suns. With a wave of my staff, they rained downward. Golden explosions erupted continuously.

The shadow beneath Hao Lei writhed violently.

"SKREEEEEEEEEEE!!"

A black mass suddenly tore itself free from the ground. The creature leaped out of Hao Lei's shadow and fled toward the surrounding darkness. Yet before it could escape, it slammed into an invisible barrier.

The entire corridor shook.

Only then did I notice that the four floating talismans were connected by faint streams of energy. Together, they formed a prison. The creature had been trapped the entire time. I stared at the writhing mass. The shape finally stabilized. Its body resembled a living shadow given form. Limbs emerged and dissolved constantly while countless glowing eyes opened and closed across its surface.

I immediately recognized it.

I looked at Hao Lei.

"This is a Shadow Elemental."

His eyebrows rose.

"It's familiar to you. How do you have knowledge of this thing?"

I did not answer. Shadow Elementals existed in LWO. A world that had once been nothing more than a game to me. Judging from its size and density, this one should have been somewhere between Level 500 and Level 600.

Strong.

Yet not strong enough to trouble Hao Lei to this extent.

Something felt wrong.

I slowly looked away from the imprisoned elemental. Instead, I gazed toward the darkness surrounding us. The darkness stared back. A chill crawled down my spine. The realization struck me instantly. The creature trapped before us was not the source of this darkness alone.

The talismans suddenly cracked as a sharp tearing noise echoed through the corridor. One by one, the talismans ignited. Their surfaces were blackened by something. Ash scattered through the air. The invisible barrier collapsed.

The imprisoned Shadow Elemental shrieked triumphantly as the prison shattered.

"Hao Lei—"

His expression changed as genuine urgency appeared in his eyes.

"Don't let the alpha escape!"

The rest of his words were drowned out.

"SKRRRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!"

The screech came from everywhere. The walls. The floor. The ceiling. The darkness itself. Countless eyes opened throughout the void. Thousands. Tens of thousands. Every patch of darkness around us began moving. The shadows peeled away from the walls. They crawled across the ground. They emerged from cracks in reality itself.

It was an entire swarm of Shadow Elementals.

I drove the base of my staff into the ground.

The Sunlight Orb floating above me expanded instantly. Radiance gathered. Heat surged. The surrounding air distorted. Countless motes of light ignited around the orb as I used it as a casting medium to accelerate the spell.

The darkness recoiled, and the swarm hesitated.

"Sunblaze Inferno."

The miniature sun exploded.

Golden-white flames erupted in every direction.

The darkness screamed.

An ocean of fire swept through the corridor, illuminating every hidden corner of the palace as countless Shadow Elementals were consumed beneath the fury of a true sun.

The swarm answered my spell with a chorus of madness.

"SKRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!"

Thousands of voices merged into one ungodly shriek as the golden-white flames engulfed them. The inferno spread through the darkness like a tidal wave of sunlight. Shadow Elementals disintegrated wherever the flames touched them, yet to my surprise, the swarm endured far better than expected.

Dark barriers rose around many of them.

Others cast strange shadow spells that twisted my flames away from their bodies.

Several merged together into larger masses, sacrificing weaker individuals to shield stronger ones.

They were adapting. That alone was disturbing enough. Shadow Elementals were elemental creatures. They were supposed to possess intelligence, but this level of coordination belonged to an organized army.

I raised my staff.

"Stonebreak Sword."

The ground exploded.

Hundreds of enormous stone blades erupted upward from beneath the palace floor. The swords pierced through walls, shattered support pillars, and continued ascending until they struck the ceiling above.

BOOM!

The roof ruptured. Sunlight poured into the darkness. Brilliant rays descended from the heavens and illuminated the battlefield. The reaction was immediate. The swarm screeched violently. The darkness receded from the invading sunlight as though it had encountered a natural predator.

Unfortunately, the Shadow Elementals recovered quickly.

They surged toward me. Thousands rushed forward simultaneously. Before I could cast another spell, Hao Lei appeared beside me. The shadowy chains that had bound him were gone. He brought his palms together, and then he pushed outward.

The surrounding space distorted, and the charging swarm suddenly slowed.

Several Shadow Elementals turned around. Others walked in circles. Many crashed into one another despite having a clear path toward us. I stared for a moment before realizing what had happened. It was an illusion formation. Not one based on physical barriers. Rather, it manipulated perception itself.

The Shadow Elementals subconsciously believed they could not reach us.

To them, every route became a dead end and a maze.

It was an impressive technique.

Still, my attention remained focused elsewhere. Something about this entire situation bothered me. I had never heard of Shadow Elementals behaving like this. Not in LWO. Not in hidden lore. Not in developer notes. Not even in obscure event stories.

Elemental creatures could gather together, but they normally followed an Elemental Lord. Such beings usually existed around Level 700 to Level 800. Even then, they did not behave like monsters. They did not form swarms nor hunt in packs. They certainly did not possess alphas.

Everything about this felt wrong.

How could Hao Lei even discern the alpha from the pack in the first place?

I glanced at Hao Lei, feeling suspicious of him.

"How did you end up fighting these things?"

He maintained the illusion barrier while answering.

"When we entered the stronghold, I was ambushed. These creatures emerged from beneath the palace. I lured them into the central structure. The four-directional formation prison was already present here, so I used it to trap their leader."

That made sense, at least partially.

I continued questioning him.

"How did you know they had an alpha?"

Hao Lei hesitated, and he appeared somewhat uncomfortable.

"The Dark Order had been researching them."

I narrowed my eyes.

"Researching them?"

He nodded.

"It was Yuan Tao's directive."

That immediately caught my attention.

Hao Lei continued.

"We discovered the existence of a superior individual among them. Every observation suggested the others followed its commands. I never expected them to escape containment and join the battle."

I crossed my arms.

"So Yuan Tao created them?"

"No."

Hao Lei immediately shook his head.

"I doubt it. No method was ever discovered to control these creatures. If Yuan Tao had found one, he would have used it long ago."

That answer only raised more questions.

I looked toward the swarming darkness.

"Did your researchers ever give them a name?"

Hao Lei laughed bitterly.

"No."

His gaze lingered upon the creatures.

"We had no idea what they were. We only knew they were the object of Yuan Tao's obsession."

The illusion barrier trembled. Cracks spread across the distorted space. The Shadow Elementals were adapting again as they slammed against it one at a time with a strange power.

I stared at the swarm, then at the palace itself, my thoughts drifting toward Yuan Tao and the strange shadows as one connection after another formed inside my mind. The Dark Order might not have been the end of this mystery at all; it might only have been a single piece of something far larger.

I turned toward Hao Lei.

"Who was backing the Dark Order?"

His eyes widened slightly, and then he smiled.

"Sharp as always. I've had that suspicion for a long time, but I imagine it's more likely than what I was led to believe. Someone was helping the Dark Order from the shadows. Unfortunately, the only person who likely knew the truth would be Yuan Tao."

I sighed.

Unfortunately, Yuan Tao was already dead, so I wouldn’t be able to question him.

I thumped my staff against the ground and began preparing Summer Bloom.

It was not a complete cast.

Not yet.

Only a half-cast.

Even so, the effect was immediate.

Tiny motes of ember appeared throughout the battlefield. They danced around me like fireflies born from a dying star. The surrounding fire elements became excited beyond reason, gathering toward my position in increasingly dense concentrations.

The Shadow Elementals retreated, some shrinking back into the darkness while others flattened themselves against the walls, and several of the more powerful shadows raised barriers around themselves as though facing a natural disaster. I stared at the swarm.

"I will only say this once."

The embers around me intensified, and the temperature rose sharply.

"Back off."

The reaction from the Shadow Elementals was that of genuine fear. Beside me, Hao Lei looked at the gathering flames and then at the retreating swarm, his expression shifting from confusion to disbelief.

"Impossible."

The Immortal Realm cultivator stared at the creatures as though witnessing a miracle.

"They're afraid of it."

His gaze moved toward me.

"No matter what techniques I used, they ignored them. Sword intent, divine arts, heavenly techniques, formations. I tried everything, but none of my powers could truly harm them. None of my methods worked. And yet your spell alone is forcing them back."

I had already guessed as much. The magic system from LWO fundamentally differed from cultivation; to cultivators, power was an expression of spiritual comprehension and heavenly laws, while to me, magic operated through entirely different principles. No wonder Hao Lei had struggled despite standing in the Immortal Realm, since these creatures likely existed outside the framework cultivators normally understood. I planted my staff firmly against the ground and activated Voice of the World.

"If you continue this attack, I will destroy every single one of you."

The declaration rolled across reality like a divine decree.

The shadows trembled.

"I will burn away every shadow."

The embers around me brightened.

"I will erase your nests."

The darkness receded further.

"I will leave nothing behind."

Silence followed as the swarm stopped advancing, thousands of glowing eyes fixed upon me. Then the crowd slowly parted, allowing a single figure to emerge. It was the alpha. The Shadow Elemental moved forward while the others remained behind, the darkness around it shifting continuously as though reality itself struggled to define its shape.

I studied it carefully.

"Do you have a name?"

The creature stared at me as countless eyes opened across its body.

Finally, it answered.

"Nyx."

I blinked, and then I sighed. That was just funny. First, there was Mab. Now, there was Nyx. Hopefully, there wasn't some strange naming convention happening behind the scenes.

"Nyx," I called out to her. "Would you and your people like to form a contract with me?"

Back in LWO, I had played a full caster build, spending most of my Circle of Beast levels on shapeshifting for survivability, and the build had worked very well. However, ever since arriving in this world, my powers had continued evolving beyond the limitations of the original game, and perhaps this was another path available to me now.

Nyx stared at me for several moments before the darkness surrounding her body began changing. Shadows condensed, the void folded inward, and a humanoid figure emerged as the monstrous outline disappeared completely. Standing before me was a woman whose hair flowed like liquid night and whose skin shone with the brilliance of distant stars scattered across the heavens. Galaxies seemed to drift beneath her flesh, and her eyes contained endless darkness, yet they were strangely beautiful.

"I accept your contract," said Nyx as she dropped to one knee before me.

The surrounding swarm reacted immediately as thousands of Shadow Elementals transformed, their monstrous shadows becoming silhouettes of people. Countless humanoid figures crafted entirely from darkness appeared throughout the ruined palace before dropping to their knees one after another. Thousands upon thousands bowed their heads, every shadow lowering itself before me in a unified display of submission.

Their voices merged into a single chorus.

"We accept."

The darkness that had threatened to consume the entire stronghold no longer felt hostile.

Instead, it felt like an army offering its allegiance.

Beside me, Hao Lei remained completely silent, genuinely seemed at a loss for words.

Nyx lowered her head even further and spoke with solemn reverence. "Before the eternal darkness and the endless night from which my people were born, I, Nyx, offer you my allegiance. From this moment onward, my will is yours to command, my strength is yours to wield, and my people shall walk the path you illuminate. We shall guard your domain, obey your word, and stand beside you against all enemies until the end of our existence. This oath I swear freely, without deceit or reservation."

I got a bad feeling about this for some unexplained reason.

            
