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Chapter 1: Soul Shattered by Beauty, Hatred Surges to the Heavens
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A cold moon hung high, its light sparsely scattered through the skylight onto the stone floor of the dungeon. From the end of the dungeon corridor came the thunderous snores of the guards.

Xiong Hao inched forward step by careful step, his forehead beaded with dense sweat. He was so agitated he could almost hear his own heartbeat.

Following behind him was an increasingly frail woman. However, like him, both their hands and feet were shackled with heavy irons.

Therefore, they could only inch forward cautiously, step by step, trying their utmost not to let the iron shackles make a sound. They were playing a game with death itself—victory meant freedom, defeat meant doom!

For they were slaves of the Nine Paths Manor!

Ever since Xiong Hao could remember, he had been imprisoned in this gloomy dungeon, working under watchful eyes by day and locked back in the dungeon by night.

Only two people knew his name: himself, and the woman behind him, Lan.

Xiong Hao was eighteen this year; Lan was a year younger, but this did not hinder them from becoming sworn companions in life and death.

They spent a year together bending an iron bar in the cell wall, and over another year more, they scouted the routes outside and the guards' routines.

Tonight, they were finally ready to escape! To flee from this hellish Nine Paths Villa dungeon!

Most of the other slaves were already sound asleep. Those few still awake merely watched them with vacant eyes, as if looking at two corpses.

That's right, they had become numb! Terrified by the deaths of so many other slaves! Every year, slaves tried to escape, but without exception, they were all discovered by the guards and beaten to death with clubs!

Xiong Hao and Lan refused to be trapped here for the rest of their lives. Even if the chance was slim, they had to try! They had enough confidence because they had prepared for a long time!

They drew closer and closer to the end of the corridor. The guards' snores grew louder, and Xiong Hao and Lan's breathing became more and more rapid.

They were passing right beside the two guards; they could almost feel the guards' body heat!

One step, two steps, three steps... seven steps. Finally, they had shuffled behind the guards, and the two guards still showed no sign of noticing.

Xiong Hao glanced excitedly at Lan beside him. Their eyes met briefly, exchanging a look of encouragement, and they continued shuffling forward.

The next part would be more difficult. They had to traverse a staircase with dozens of steps. If they made the slightest sound by accident, all their previous efforts would be wasted!

Xiong Hao and Lan did not hesitate; the two of them pressed tightly against the stone walls on either side, their arms stretched taut, their legs straining wide, pulling the shackles tight, then inched their way upward along the stone steps.

Their thin and tattered clothes were already soaked through with sweat, leaving damp patches on the cold stone walls.

Time slipped away silently, and Xiong Hao finally saw the night sky above the end of the stone steps, saw the pale light of dawn in the east—the sun was about to rise!

They tried their best to suppress the excitement in their hearts; they had to escape the Nine Paths Manor before the sun rose, or if discovered, only death awaited them!

The moon had quietly vanished, and the night temporarily sank into a deathly stillness. Xiong Hao and Lan finally stepped onto the last stair!

"Hurry, to the backyard!" Xiong Hao said, his body trembling slightly, then he and Lan quickly shuffled to the left.

The shackles accidentally emitted a faint clanking sound, but they paid it no mind and hurried toward the backyard. Fortunately, there were no patrolling guards nearby at that moment, and they silently breathed a sigh of relief.

Finally arriving at the base of the backyard wall, Xiong Hao could already see the setting sun outside! Now, only a single wall separated them from freedom, and only a single wall separated them from death.

But this wall, isn't it just too high？ Xiong Hao glanced at Lan with frustration, who wore the same expression.

Xiong Hao had observed this wall from a distance while working before, but he never imagined it would be so insurmountably high! This wall must be at least over ten feet tall, right？ How are we supposed to escape then？

The two of them scanned their surroundings but found no usable tools; it was probably too late to search for any now.

"I have an idea," Xiong Hao said excitedly, looking at Lan. "You climb up by stepping on my shoulders!"

"But what about you？" Lan asked, looking at Xiong Hao with confusion.

Xiong Hao looked at Lan's disheveled and grimy appearance and suddenly couldn't help but want to laugh. However, realizing the seriousness of their situation, he forced himself to stay calm and said, "You can pull me up after you get on top!"

"Alright!" Lan thought the plan was feasible and immediately nodded.

Xiong Hao bent down without hesitation, letting Lan step onto his shoulders while steadying herself against the wall.

Xiong Hao gritted his teeth and slowly straightened up, eventually even standing on his tiptoes. Only then did Lan manage to grab the top of the wall, and with tremendous effort, she pulled herself up.

"Give me your hand!" Lan leaned against the wall, one hand gripping it, the other reaching down.

Xiong Hao smiled and offered his right hand, immediately grasping Lan's hand.

This was the first time Xiong Hao had held Lan's hand. Her hand was dark, yet it gave him a warm, steady feeling, and even some other subtle sensations he didn't have time to dwell on.

"Hey," Xiong Hao exerted force, his feet leaving the ground. Despite his fingers getting scraped, he climbed upward with all his might, knowing Lan couldn't hold on much longer.

"Finally up!" Xiong Hao was reluctant to let go of Lan's hand, but seeing it turn livid and bloodless from his grip, he immediately released it and asked apologetically, "Are you okay？"

"I'm fine!" Lan whispered, continuously rubbing her small hand.

By the light of dawn, Xiong Hao saw Lan's slightly flushed cheeks and suddenly felt something in his heart stir. A complex emotion, indescribable in words, welled up inside him.

"Then let's hurry down!" Xiong Hao said, adjusting his troubled emotions, then looked outside the wall with immense longing.

Xiong Hao clung tightly to the wall with both hands, his feet dangling in mid-air. When he felt his body could stretch no further downward, he gently let go, immediately landing with a heavy "thud" on the ground.

Xiong Hao grimaced in pain, feeling as though all the bones in his body were about to shatter. But he gritted his teeth, enduring the pain, and slowly stood up while leaning against the wall.

"Lan, come down quickly, step on my shoulder!" Xiong Hao faced the wall and shouted, his voice sounding somewhat weak.

"Ouch!" Just as Xiong Hao was waiting for Lan's foot to step onto his shoulder, a foot fiercely kicked him in the waist. Xiong Hao immediately cried out in pain as he was sent flying by that powerful kick.

"Ah..." At the same time, Lan's body landed heavily on the ground, letting out a sharp cry of agony!

"Not good, we've been discovered!" Xiong Hao struggled to turn over and saw a fully armored guard captain maliciously stepping on Lan's back with his foot.

"What's going on？" At that moment, more guards rushed over upon hearing the commotion.

"Another runaway slave, seems like they've grown tired of living!" The guard captain stomped hard on Lan, pointing at the others and saying, "Go drag out all the slaves, let them see the consequences of trying to escape!"

Xiong Hao's heart sank to the lowest point, as if foreseeing his own fate: beaten to death with clubs under the indifferent gazes of a group of guards and slaves!

Lan still lay on the ground, groaning in pain. After struggling for a long time, she couldn't turn over. She had broken several bones when she fell from the wall earlier, and then was stomped on a few more times by the guard captain. Her condition was now at its worst.

Two guards dragged Lan away right in front of Xiong Hao as if hauling cargo, and then it was his turn.

"Lan..." Xiong Hao growled, his nose almost breathing fire. His eyes fixed fiercely on the guard captain, like a fierce tiger staring at a lamb, wishing he could chew him up and swallow him whole!

However, Xiong Hao had little strength left and could only let the two guards drag him to the entrance of Jiudao Manor, then casually toss him to the ground.

Xiong Hao grimaced in pain. When he looked at Lan again, he saw a trace of blood had already appeared at the corner of her mouth!

Soon, rows of slaves in shackles were driven out by guards wielding whips and stood to the side. At this moment, their attention was all focused on Xiong Hao and Lan.

“Bring the club. This time, I, the guard captain, will personally enforce the law. Let's see if anyone dares to escape again!” The guard captain stretched out his right hand, and a guard immediately respectfully handed him a club as thick as a fist.

“Let me go first. I was the one who instigated her to escape this time. It has nothing to do with her!” Xiong Hao shouted loudly. Now he had no other choice but to die first himself, letting Lan live a little longer. Perhaps they could meet again on the road to the Yellow Springs!

“Hmph!” The guard captain snorted disdainfully. “I will not grant your wish. I'll make you watch her die right in front of you!”

“You damned thing, trying to escape!” The guard captain struck Lan's abdomen fiercely with the club.

“Ah......” Lan cried out in pain, clutching her head. At the same time, the sound of cracking bones could be heard, and her body was sent rolling uncontrollably far away by the blow!

"Don't!" Xiong Hao roared frantically, struggling to stand up and run over, but after only a few steps, he tripped over the shackles on his feet and fell to the ground. He could only crawl toward Lan's direction.

"Run! Why aren't you running now？" The guard captain struck Lan heavily on the back with another blow of his club. Lan, with a pained expression, spat out a large mouthful of blood.

"Don't..." Xiong Hao almost pleaded as he crawled to the guard captain's side, just in time to arch his body and take a blow meant for Lan.

With a "clang," the club actually broke!

"Bring the whip!" The guard captain kicked Xiong Hao aside, raised his hand to take a whip as thick as a thumb, and lashed it fiercely onto Lan's body.

Lan was already in so much pain that she didn't even know to dodge. She curled up on the ground, allowing the whip, like a venomous snake, to strike her body, tearing her thin clothes to shreds and leaving shocking streaks of blood.

"I hate you!" Xiong Hao finally went berserk, scrambling and crawling to charge at the guard captain, but he was seized by two guards and pinned firmly to the ground.

"Lan..." Xiong Hao roared hoarsely, his gaze sweeping over the guard captain and every guard present. He wanted to remember each one of them—they were all cold-blooded creatures, devoid of any sympathy, building their own happiness upon the suffering of others.

"Why..." Xiong Hao's voice was already hoarse. He had witnessed with his own eyes Lan's clothes being shredded to pieces by the whip. She lay there on the ground, completely **, stripped of personality and dignity. She, he, they—all were merely slaves of the Nine Paths Manor!

Xiong Hao felt as if he had endured a nightmare. Now, he no longer wanted to escape; he wanted to die. Death would allow him to see Lan sooner.

Though Lan's eyes were wide open, her body could no longer move. She had already departed for another world!

"Heh heh, now it's your turn!" The guard captain raised the whip in his hand, sneering coldly as he looked at Xiong Hao.

"Come on!" Xiong Hao muttered silently in his heart. With extreme reluctance yet submission, he closed his eyes, awaiting the punishment for failing the game!  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: The Peak of Wudang, the Lone Sword
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"Well, isn't this Captain Yuan？ What brings you the time to discipline a slave at the manor's entrance？" Suddenly, the voice of a middle-aged man rang out.

Xiong Hao raised his head, immediately catching sight of a middle-aged man in resplendent robes and a cap, accompanied by a spirited team of iron-armored guards.

"So it's Manager Zhang from the Prince's Mansion. May I ask what brings Manager Zhang to the manor so early？" Captain Yuan put away his whip and clasped his hands in greeting.

"It's like this," Manager Zhang smiled warmly, "In two days, it will be my master's sixtieth birthday. Currently, the mansion is short on manpower, and we're worried that those hired temporarily might not be reliable. That's why I've come to your place to borrow some hands!"

"I see, roughly how many people do you need？" Captain Yuan glanced back at the group of slaves before turning to ask.

"About twenty or so!" Manager Zhang stated firmly.

"Aside from the slaves necessary for the manor's operations, how many idle ones are left？" Captain Yuan furrowed his brow and asked a guard beside him.

"Boss, excluding the slaves required for the manor's essential tasks, there are still twelve idle ones!" After a moment of thought, a guard nearby replied.

"Manager Zhang, as you've heard, we only have twelve slaves available for your use. The others are still of great importance to the manor owner. You know who our manor owner works for—if there are any delays, neither of our households can afford to bear the consequences!" Captain Yuan said sternly to Manager Zhang.

"Very well, I'll trouble Captain Yuan then!" Manager Zhang's gaze swept past Lan before settling on Xiong Hao, "Why not transfer this slave over as well？ One more person means an extra bit of strength!"

"Him？" Manager Yuan glanced at Xiong Hao with a grim expression, "Fine, let him keep his dog's life for now. Manager Zhang, feel free to take him away!"

Xiong Hao's heart skipped a beat. He understood that his life was as insignificant as an ant in their eyes. He secretly clenched his fists, also realizing that his fate had undergone some change. As long as he dared to think, there was a chance to escape. If for no other reason, at least to avenge Lan!

"You, number one. You, number two..." Manager Zhang began numbering the slaves. When he pointed at Xiong Hao, all he heard was, "You, number eight!"

Xiong Hao had thought the numbers were just numbers, but he hadn't expected an armored warrior to take a longsword and carve bloody marks on the arms of the thirteen slaves, one by one.

With two "swish, swish" strokes, a startling numeral "eight" appeared on Xiong Hao's right arm.

Veins bulged all over his body, his teeth gritted with audible cracks, yet he stubbornly didn't utter a single sound! This couldn't help but make Manager Zhang take another look at him.

Numbering completed, thirteen slaves, shackled, were driven by armored warriors towards the Prince's Mansion. The shackles on their hands and feet constantly rubbed against their skin. Even the thick calluses that had formed could not withstand the friction, and blood soon seeped out, staining the shackles red...

Xiong Hao tightly gripped the shackles with both hands, hoping to lessen the abrasion on his skin. He struggled to walk among the slaves, his eyes fixed intently ahead. He did not know how much longer he had to walk, nor did he know if the Prince's Mansion would be even more brutal than the Nine Paths Manor...

Mount Wudang was exceptionally lively today! For today marked the centennial birthday of Zhang Sanfeng, the founding patriarch of the Wudang Sect.

Any self-respecting martial artist of righteous repute would not miss the centennial birthday celebration of a grandmaster from the Wudang Sect.

Mount Wudang stood tall and majestic, with layers of verdant peaks soaring into the clouds, and pavilions with flowing crimson eaves seemingly hanging over the boundless abyss below.

From the foot of the mountain to the summit, pairs of grey-robed disciples carrying longswords on their backs stood at intervals of several meters on both sides. Martial heroes holding large red invitations continuously streamed up the mountain.

As noon approached, Mount Wudang had already gathered over a thousand martial heroes, and the birthday celebration officially commenced.

The first segment involves heroes from all sides offering congratulatory messages and gifts, followed by Zhang Sanfeng publicly demonstrating his unique skills of Taiji Fist and Taiji Sword.

"We wish our Master boundless happiness like the Eastern Sea and longevity like the Southern Mountain!" The first to offer birthday wishes were naturally Zhang Sanfeng's seven great disciples, the renowned Wudang Seven Heroes.

Simultaneously, each person presented birthday gifts, such as famous swords or martial arts fragments, each with its own unique purpose.

"Hmm!" Zhang Sanfeng sat upright at the head seat, with white hair and a youthful face, glowing with health and radiating joy.

"I wish Grandmaster Zhang a long life of a hundred years!" A scholarly-looking middle-aged man unexpectedly stepped to the center of the hall and suddenly clasped his hands to speak.

The entire hall instantly fell silent. A long life of a hundred years？ For others, this might be a blessing, but Zhang Sanfeng was already a hundred years old. Wasn't this tantamount to cursing him to die today？

Just as everyone in the hall tried to discern the origins of this man, the scholarly-looking man agilely leaped into the air, suddenly drew a sword from his sleeve, and, carrying a sharp sword aura, thrust fiercely toward Zhang Sanfeng at a speed almost imperceptible to the naked eye.

"It's him! The Solitary Sword Wanderer Xiaoyaozi!" Someone in the crowd immediately recognized him.

That's right, he is Xiaoyaozi, ranked among the top ten assassins in the martial world, the leader of the assassin organization "Dark River." Having debuted over twenty years ago, he has never tasted defeat, always acting alone. His swordsmanship is extraordinarily swift, earning him the nickname "Solitary Sword" in the martial world!

"How dare you!" The Wudang Seven Heroes had just regained their senses when they saw someone attempting to insult their master. Immediately furious, they launched their attack.

Only to see the seven heroes join forces to execute a move of Taijiquan. Instantly, seven streams of fist force surged forth, ultimately converging into a powerful punch aimed at Xiaoyaozi's sword.

"Swoosh, swoosh..." Xiaoyaozi's sword pierced through the hastily formed fist force of the seven like a hot knife through butter, but this also slowed its momentum. Like an arrow at the end of its flight, it shot fiercely toward Zhang Sanfeng.

"Hah!" Zhang Sanfeng suddenly rose to his feet, straightened his body, and without hurry, threw a punch.

With a "clang," Xiaoyaozi's sword trembled wildly like a blade of grass in a fierce wind, finally embedding itself in the pillar behind Zhang Sanfeng.

"Alas..." Xiaoyaozi sighed inwardly; he had ultimately been defeated!

But by nature, he was open-minded—able to win with grace and lose with dignity.

"If I don't leave now, when will I？" Xiaoyaozi gathered his inner energy and forcefully recalled his treasured sword to his hand. His figure spun in mid-air, and he immediately sought to flee through the door.

“How dare you think you can come and go from our Wudang Sect as you please!” Zhang Sanfeng drew the Tai Chi sword beside his seat in one fluid motion, thrusting it towards Xiaoyaozi with a force like a charging dragon.

“Not good!” Xiaoyaozi inwardly exclaimed, sensing a sharp, menacing sword aura surging from behind him. He immediately raised his sword horizontally to block behind his back and fled outwards without even turning his head.

With a "clang," Xiaoyaozi's arm went numb from the impact. A sweet taste rose in his throat, and he "pfft" spat out a large mouthful of blood, his body nearly tumbling down.

However, using that powerful force, he forcefully circulated his inner energy, propelling himself even faster out the door. After a few elusive movements, his figure vanished without a trace.

As a skilled assassin, one must possess immense explosive power and exceptional lightness skill—both are indispensable!

“Master, I'll lead men to pursue him!” Senior Disciple Song Yuanqiao grabbed his treasured sword, ready to rush out of the main hall.

“Let it be. He has been wounded by my sword aura, and his strength will be diminished by at least thirty percent for the rest of his life! Let him go. Today is my birthday celebration; it is not fitting to take a life.” Zhang Sanfeng waved his hand to stop Song Yuanqiao.

“Grandmaster Zhang truly has a magnanimous heart! Having witnessed it today, your reputation is indeed well-deserved!” Some of the martial arts heroes present immediately stood up, cupping their hands in praise.

The birthday celebration continued to proceed in an orderly manner, without significant disruption caused by Xiaoyaozi's assassination attempt.

Descending the mountain, Xiaoyaozi's face had turned pale. He found an inn called "Penglai" in the town at the foot of the mountain and secluded himself to recuperate, while privately contemplating his next move.

The Wang Mansion and the Jiudao Villa were both located in the capital. The master of the Wang Mansion, Wang Xingba, was a well-known wealthy merchant in the capital. In his early years, he had spent some time in the martial world, wielding a Radiant Sun Golden Blade and had gained considerable fame!

Two days later would be Wang Xingba's sixtieth birthday, and the entire Wang Mansion was bustling with activity inside and out. Because in two days, not only would martial heroes arrive, but also some high-ranking officials and dignitaries from the capital.

"We've arrived, get to work immediately!" Steward Zhang stopped at the entrance of the Wang Mansion, and armored warriors immediately stepped forward to remove the shackles from Xiong Hao's hands. Then, under the surveillance of other armored warriors, they were driven to start working.

They were slaves, naturally assigned to do hard labor. Xiong Hao was ordered to move stones to build a high platform, as it would be needed in two days. Others were assigned to move tables and chairs, sweep the floors, lay carpets, and so on.

At night, after a tiring day, Xiong Hao and the other slaves were locked in the dungeon of the royal mansion. He was unfamiliar with this place and had no one to talk to. He began to miss Lan.

He reminisced about the days when they were slaves together, grateful for Lan's companionship during his most miserable times. She was his only friend, his confidante!

"Lan..." Xiong Hao's eyes welled up with tears. He worried whether Lan's body might have been thrown to the wolves. Slaves who were beaten to death in the past were often discarded in the wilderness, eventually becoming food for jackals and wolves.

He was too exhausted. Amidst the painful memories, he gradually fell into a deep slumber.

Early the next morning, a sword-bearing person wearing a black hooded bamboo hat entered the Penglai Inn.

The person glanced around and silently sat at a table, neither ordering food nor calling for wine. The waiter, experienced and knowledgeable, knew this person was waiting for someone and did not disturb them.

Not long after, Xiaoyaozi descended from upstairs carrying his treasured sword. His complexion had improved considerably. Upon seeing the black-hooded figure, he walked straight over and sat down in front of them.

"I heard you went to assassinate Zhang Sanfeng？" the black-hooded person whispered, lowering their voice.

"Indeed!" Xiaoyaozi nodded without hesitation.

"Who can afford such a high price？" The black-cloaked man showed an incredulous expression; although wearing a bamboo hat, one could sense the surprise in his tone.

"No one hired me; I just took him as a target of challenge!" Xiaoyaozi said calmly, "Tell me, what new business has come your way？"

The black-cloaked man didn't waste any more words; after glancing around, he lowered his voice and said, "Wang Xingba of the Prince's Mansion in the capital, fifty thousand taels of silver!"

"No problem!" Xiaoyaozi replied with full confidence.

"But you're injured!" The black-cloaked man's eyes sharpened as he spoke.

"Yet my state of mind has advanced another step!" Xiaoyaozi revealed a faint smile.

"Fine, be careful!" The black-cloaked man said as he turned to leave.

"Waiter, check out!" Xiaoyaozi shouted, settled the room fee, and was about to turn and leave.

With a "bang," Xiaoyaozi's ears twitched, and he caught a figure flying into the room—it was the black-cloaked man who had just left.

"It's the Fire God Sect... hurry... hurry and leave..." The black-cloaked man breathed his last after speaking; a ravine-like bloodstain on his chest was gushing with fresh blood.

"Murder!" The waiter cried out in panic and fled for his life.

"Fire God Sect!" Xiao Yaozi's brows furrowed instantly, his eyes turning icy cold, a terrifying murderous aura surging throughout his entire body.

“Ah......”

"Ah......" Two Fire God Sect disciples in fiery red uniforms, holding huge spiked wheels, had just charged into the inn when they were sliced in half by a sharp sword, collapsing into a pool of blood.

"Xiao Yaozi, I know you're inside. Last time you dared to assassinate our sect leader. Today, you will pay with your blood!" A voice filled with resentment came from outside. "Prepare the Sulfur Bombs!"

"Not good!" Having assassinated the Fire God Sect leader not long ago, Xiao Yaozi naturally knew the power of the Sulfur Bombs. If he hadn't dodged quickly last time, he would have probably gone to keep the Fire God Sect leader company long ago!

"Throw them with all your might!" the deputy leader of the Fire God Sect commanded fiercely. Immediately, dozens of Fire God Sect disciples hurled black Sulfur Bombs toward the Peng Lai Inn.

The deputy leader of the Fire God Sect watched with satisfaction as the Peng Lai Inn was engulfed by the residual force of the Sulfur Bomb explosions, being blown to ashes bit by bit. He could almost imagine Xiao Yaozi's fate of being torn to pieces!

But in the next moment, the smile on his face froze. He saw a blood-soaked figure shoot up into the sky from the inn's eaves. Before he could take any action, he felt a chill on his neck, and a familiar body instantly fell to the ground.

"Huh, why does this outfit look so familiar？" The consciousness of the Fire God Sect's Deputy Sect Leader was on the verge of completely fading. "This is... my body!" By the time he realized this, his head also heavily thudded to the ground.  
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Chapter 3: The Prince's Manor Birthday Banquet, Blood Debt Must Be Paid in Blood
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"Deputy Sect Leader!" The disciples of the Fire God Sect were momentarily thrown into panic. At this moment, with everyone fearing for their own safety, who would dare to take the lead in seeking revenge？

"Your sect leader colluded with the evil path, persecuting loyal and righteous individuals. His death was well-deserved!" Xiaoyao held his treasured sword at an angle, standing against the wind. "As for your deputy sect leader, he killed my brother. This is an eye for an eye! Hmph!"

After speaking, Xiaoyaozi suddenly circulated his true energy and, using his lightness skill, soared into the air and departed. His figure soon vanished into the distant forest.

In a dim underground secret chamber of the Nine Paths Manor, its master, Yang Zhanpeng, was unhurriedly pacing out.

Yang Zhanpeng was around forty years old, his face as cold as ice, commanding authority without showing anger.

"Reporting to the Manor Master, the Commander of the Imperial Guards, Bu Ying, is waiting outside!" Captain Yuan said respectfully, bowing his head.

"Understood, I will go see him right away!" Yang Zhanpeng said expressionlessly as he walked towards the outside of the secret chamber.

"I was unaware of Commander Bu's arrival and failed to greet you from afar, I hope you will not take offense!" Upon reaching the main hall, Yang Zhanpeng forced a smile and cupped his hands toward a tall figure wearing a brocade cap and a golden-threaded python robe.

"Brother Yang is here, there is no need for such formality between us!" Bu Ying turned around in response, his right hand resting on the broad golden saber at his waist. Only when Yang Zhanpeng approached did he continue with a smile, "I presume Brother Yang knows the purpose of my visit this time？"

"If there are no surprises, it must be that the Emperor sent you to inquire about the progress of that matter!" Yang Zhanpeng clasped his hands behind his back and said noncommittally.

"Exactly. Brother Yang also knows that His Majesty has been waiting for this matter for many years. Today, I hope Brother Yang can provide a clear date!" A trace of gravity flashed across Bu Ying's face as he said, "You know His Majesty's patience is limited!"

Yang Zhanpeng paced back and forth in the main hall, then suddenly stopped after a moment and said solemnly, "Three years at most will suffice! If I cannot satisfy His Majesty within three years, I will surely die to atone for my failure!"

"Hahahaha, excellent!" Bu Ying laughed heartily, "Since Brother Yang is so confident, I won't say more! I'll await your good news!" With that, he gave a slight cupped-hand salute and strode out.

"Chief Steward Bu rarely visits our manor, why not share a drink with me before leaving？" Yang Zhanpeng warmly invited.

"How could I not wish to drink heartily with Brother Yang and exchange a few moves？ I imagine Brother Yang's Nine Origins Sword Art is nearing its grand completion!" Bu Ying turned back with a smile.

"You flatter me, Steward. No matter how formidable my sword art is, how could it match your Cycle Blade Technique？" Yang Zhanpeng inwardly sighed with a bitter smile, shaking his head as he spoke.

"Hahahaha, Brother Yang, you are too modest!" Bu Ying smiled with a meaningful look, "It's like this: I have urgent matters to attend to, so I must take my leave now. I'll visit the manor another day when free to drink and discuss swordsmanship with you!"

"Since Chief Steward Bu is burdened with important affairs, then it must be so!" Yang Zhanpeng showed a look of regret, "Take care on your way, Chief Steward Bu! Yuan Fei, see Chief Steward Bu out!"

"Yes! Chief Steward Bu, this way please!" Yuan Fei, who had been waiting outside the door, immediately responded and entered, bowing respectfully.

Bu Ying smiled with satisfaction and immediately strode out of the hall without looking back. The group of Imperial Guards waiting quietly outside hurriedly followed him.

Yang Zhanpeng's expression shifted from joy to indifference, then turned extremely stern as he gazed at Bu Ying's retreating figure, lost in thought.

"Manor Master, Old Man Wang's sixtieth birthday banquet is today, and he has sent an invitation. Shall we go？" Yuan Fei asked, bowing beside Yang Zhanpeng after seeing Bu Ying off.

"Just send someone casually!" Yang Zhanpeng replied without turning his head, walking straight toward the underground chamber.

At the Wang Manor in the capital, the main gates were wide open, with drums and gongs resounding to the heavens. A red carpet stretched from the entrance deep into the estate, seemingly endless.

The open area outside the gate was filled with luxurious sedan chairs, as all the guests arriving to offer birthday congratulations were either distinguished figures, wealthy gentry, or local heroes.

Xiong Hao and the other twelve slaves had finished their work and were now huddled in a corner of the estate, waiting for the banquet to end so they could enjoy some leftover scraps before being sent back to Jiudao Manor.

For Xiong Hao, being sent back to Jiudao Manor meant certain death. Therefore, he had to find a way to escape before being taken away!

Noon approached, and the birthday banquet began!

The first event was the birthday congratulatory ceremony, filled with the stench of money!

“Squire Gu: five thousand taels of silver, a pair of jade Ruyi scepters!”

“Lord Li: six thousand taels of silver, a fine steed from beyond the frontier!”

“From Sect Leader Chen, a thousand-year ginseng root and a sword from the Western Regions!”

“......”

Next came an exciting song and dance performance. Dozens of young women in low-cut, long dresses danced gracefully on the high stage to the rhythm of drums and music, creating an unprecedented spectacle. The guests below, while feasting on delicacies from land and sea, clapped and cheered.

"Master Wang, today is your sixtieth birthday celebration. If we only have such gentle and graceful song and dance, wouldn't it seem a bit too dull？ I've heard that you, sir, also roamed the martial world for many years in your youth. Why not take the stage today and show us a couple of moves, so that we may also broaden our horizons!" A middle-aged man, who looked like a wealthy landlord, said with a smile, cupping his hands respectfully.

"I'm old now, no longer useful!" Wang Xingba, sitting upright at the central seat, chuckled and declined.

"Master, this subordinate has thought of a program that could add some fun to your grand birthday celebration!" At that moment, a steward with a light beard suddenly had a flash of inspiration, leaned forward, and whispered a few words into Wang Xingba's ear. Wang Xingba stroked his slightly graying beard, revealing an extremely satisfied smile.

The air was filled with the aroma of various delicacies. Xiong Hao and the other slaves, crouched in the corner, inhaled deeply as if trying to suck those delicacies from land and sea into their stomachs.

“The master summons you!” At that moment, a steward hurried over and said. The armored warriors guarding the slaves immediately drove the thirteen of them toward the center of the prince's mansion.

“Master, the slaves have been brought!” the steward with the light beard announced loudly. Xiong Hao and the others were herded onto the high platform where the song and dance performance was held.

“Good!” Wang Xingba was beaming with vigor and vitality. “Give each of them a wooden club!”

Thus, besides shackles, the thirteen slaves now each held a wooden club.

“Listen, from now on, you will duel each other with these clubs. The last one standing on the platform will be rewarded with a roast chicken, while the others will get no lunch!” The steward sneered at the thirteen, showing not a hint of sympathy.

“What？” Xiong Hao felt as if thunder was about to roar from his mouth. They had only eaten a little last night, and their stomachs were still growling with hunger!

“Begin!” After saying this, the steward with the light beard stepped aside.

The slaves swallowed hard, their eyes finally reddening with desire for the roast chicken. How could they still care that their opponents were comrades who had shared hardships with them for over a decade？ Swinging their clubs, they lunged at the nearest companion with fierce, murderous glares in their eyes!

"Hmph!" Xiong Hao had just swung his wooden club to block a ruthless strike from a companion in front of him when his back was suddenly hit hard by another blow. He let out a muffled groan and instantly collapsed to the ground.

"Ah..." Before the slave who had sneak-attacked Xiong Hao could even rejoice, another slave had already struck him on the head, knocking him unconscious on the ground.

"Hahahaha..." The people below watched as the slaves on the high platform fought clumsily and desperately over a roasted chicken, unable to hold back their loud laughter. In the eyes of these people, Xiong Hao and the others were nothing more than beast-like slaves—lowly creatures meant to be driven and toyed with for amusement!

"Oww..." Before long, all twelve slaves, including Xiong Hao, had fallen to the ground, unable to get up. Perhaps too agitated, the sole remaining tall slave roared like a madman, his iron shackles clanging loudly. His eyes were fixed intently on the roasted chicken in the hands of the light-bearded overseer, drool streaming endlessly from his mouth. It seemed he was starving!

"Ah..." Just as the light-bearded overseer was about to toss the roasted chicken over, the tall slave suddenly let out a scream like a slaughtered pig. Then, his vision went dark, and his body fell heavily onto the platform.

The crowd below fixed their gaze and saw that, at some unknown moment, a slave with disheveled hair and covered in wounds had actually picked up a wooden club and struck the big fellow hard between the legs!

Many onlookers gasped in shock on the spot, seemingly understanding why the big slave had let out such a piercing, miserable scream!

"Hahahaha, take it!" The steward with the light beard was momentarily stunned, then burst into loud laughter and tossed the roast chicken over.

Xiong Hao wanted to lunge forward to catch that fragrant roast chicken but forgot about the heavy shackles on his feet. Caught off guard, he fell heavily onto the high platform.

"Hahahaha, truly ridiculous!" Wang Xingba, seeing this, also roared with laughter, and then cold, mocking laughter erupted throughout the entire venue.

Xiong Hao quickly scrambled forward, grabbed the roast chicken, and began devouring it ravenously. He had never eaten anything so delicious in his life.

He had already decided earlier: he must get this roast chicken. Only then would he have the strength to escape!

As he gnawed away, Xiong Hao's tears flowed uncontrollably. It wasn't because everyone was staring at him, but because he thought of Lan!

Lan must have never tasted anything so delicious, and she would never taste anything so delicious again... At this moment, Xiong Hao desperately wanted to burst into tears, but he didn't. He swallowed all his tears along with the roast chicken, swearing silently: If I can escape alive, I will make them pay with their blood!

Just then, several screams suddenly came from the main gate not far away.

The figure of a man in white walked into everyone's sight and also into Wang Xingba's eyes.

Wang Xingba's smile instantly froze, his pupils sharply contracting. He saw that what the man in white held in his hand was not a congratulatory gift, but a sword—a sword dripping with blood!

Through his blurred vision, Xiong Hao also saw the man in white—a handsome yet slightly haggard face, and a long sword with its tip dripping blood!

"Protect the master, quickly!" a steward shouted at the top of his lungs.

A dozen armored warriors sprang into action, but just as they rushed before Xiaoyaozi, a flash of light swept past, and they all fell into a pool of blood, completely unconscious.

"You... you are... Dugu Yijian, Xiaoyaozi!" A figure like Xiaoyaozi was naturally someone Wang Xingba had heard of.

Wang Xingba trembled as he sat in the chair, his face filled with fear. It wasn't that he didn't want to escape, but he knew there was no way to flee from Xiaoyaozi.

"You can go die now!" Xiaoyaozi swung his sword, a flash of blade light, and the armored warriors blocking his path instantly fell to the ground, dead.

"Wait!" Wang Xingba roared with a look of madness on his face, "I want to know who wants me dead？ I can give you double the payment, no, ten times... Whatever you want, you can take all my family's wealth!"

Yet Xiaoyaozi remained completely unmoved, his gaze cold and stern, his movements swift, elegantly thrusting out the final sword strike!

A faint smile appeared on Xiaoyaozi's face as he watched Wang Xingba fall before him with satisfaction. What Xiaoyaozi liked most about himself was precisely the moment he killed! Because at that moment, it was when he enjoyed himself the most—he was an assassin! [To be continued]<br/><br/>



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4: To Be the Strongest, the Sword Points to the Setting Sun



[image: ]




Wang Xingba watched helplessly as his own body collapsed to the ground, his face full of unwillingness, until he gradually lost consciousness and departed for another world!

As for the other unrelated people, those who could flee had already escaped, while those who couldn't had already died under Xiaoyaozi's sword.

“Senior, please stay!” Just as Xiaoyaozi had cut off Wang Xingba’s head and was about to leave, Xiong Hao shouted loudly and stopped him.

He calmly turned around and saw a ragged, shackled young man struggling toward him while voraciously devouring a roast chicken.

Xiong Hao noticed that Xiaoyaozi seemed like two different people. When he killed, he was one person; when he wasn’t killing, he was another!

Xiong Hao would never have imagined his own temper could be so mild. He simply watched silently as Xiong Hao stumbled forward until he stood before him.

Naturally, Xiaoyaozi did not believe that someone like Xiong Hao, whose combat ability was practically negative, would dare challenge him, because he could see that Xiong Hao was a pitiful soul who had suffered abuse.

With a “thud,” Xiong Hao almost instinctively knelt before Xiaoyaozi.

“Thank you, Senior, for saving my life!” Xiong Hao’s voice choked, his eyes bloodshot.

“Clang, clang, clang, clang”—several sharp metallic clashes rang out. Xiong Hao was stunned, barely able to react before Xiaoyaozi had already struck four times with his sword.

For the first time, the shackles on his hands and feet completely left his body.

Xiong Hao frantically grabbed the two shackles, using all his strength to hurl them far away, wishing they would be smashed to pieces.

It was these things that had shackled his freedom for over a decade! And the person who had imprisoned his spirit—he believed he would surely take revenge on that person just as he had trampled the shackles!

A boiling volcano had already begun to brew within his heart, destined to erupt madly sooner or later!

"Thank you, Elder!" Xiong Hao kowtowed heavily, his heart filled with immense, heartfelt gratitude toward Xiaoyaozi at this moment! His life, his freedom—all were given by him!

Xiaoyaozi watched Xiong Hao with a hint of interest, noticing the violent aura within this youth, born from boundless hatred.

Do not underestimate the power of hatred; love can create the world, but hatred can utterly destroy it!

In Xiong Hao, Xiaoyaozi saw the makings of a peerless assassin!

"Elder, can you tell me how to become a master？" Xiong Hao finally spoke the words he had yearned to say for so long! After witnessing Xiaoyaozi's power, the desire to grow stronger within him erupted instantly.

Xiao Yaozi gave a faint smile; he did not think Xiong Hao was being overly ambitious because of this. He was neither a renowned righteous gentleman nor a grandmaster of a generation—he was just a fairly successful assassin!

"Here, it's very simple!" Xiao Yaozi took out a treasured sword from somewhere and tossed it to him. Xiong Hao was quick-eyed and swift-handed, catching the sword in one grab.

This was a sheathed sword, with dazzling and eye-catching precious gems occasionally inlaid on the scabbard, and the hilt still bore dried bloodstains. It was clear that the sword's previous owner had been a wealthy person, and of course, it was even clearer that the previous owner had been killed by Xiao Yaozi before even having the chance to draw the sword.

"You draw the sword and thrust it forcefully toward the sun!" Xiao Yaozi said to Xiong Hao. He remembered when he first entered the "Dark River," the martial instructor inside had thrown him a sword in the same way, telling him to train on his own.

"As long as you practice over two hundred thousand sword strikes, you can be counted among the masters!" Xiaoyaozi looked up at the sun in the sky. "If you want to become even stronger, keep practicing! When you repeat a movement to its extreme, you will develop a profound connection with that movement, the sword, and your target. If you can cultivate the legendary sword energy and comprehend your own sword intent, then you can reach the supreme realm of wielding the sword without a trace. Dominating the martial world and being invincible under heaven will be nothing to you!"

"Master, please accept your disciple's bow!" Xiong Hao listened with eyes gleaming brightly, his expression filled with intense longing. Suddenly struck by inspiration, he immediately bowed while holding his sword.

"Very well, I have never taken a disciple in my life. I accept you!" Xiaoyaozi smiled knowingly. He had an intuition that Xiong Hao was a disciple with immense potential!

"Thank you, Master!" Xiong Hao slowly stood up, overjoyed. "But Master, you haven't taught me how to draw the sword？ How to thrust？ Where to thrust？ How should I practice？"

"You don't need to know how to thrust. You only need to thrust. In the process of thrusting, you will naturally understand how to thrust." Xiaoyaozi said with a hint of impatience.

“Just keep thrusting at the sun？”

"Hmm, you thrust towards the sun in the east in the morning, towards the sun overhead at noon, towards the sun in the west in the afternoon, and at night—if you still have the energy at night—thrust downwards towards the sun!" Xiaoyaozi shook his head, "You ask too many questions, kid, you're making me feel like composing a poem!"

"Master, how many thrusts have you practiced？" Xiong Hao continued his offensive without pause.

"Taking on a disciple is truly troublesome!" If it weren't for the fact that Xiong Hao had already become his disciple, Xiaoyaozi would have long wanted to give him a sword thrust—this fellow is too annoying!

"One hundred fourteen thousand eight hundred and sixty-three thrusts!" Xiaoyaozi said with a hint of pride, "However, every thrust I practice consists of three sword strikes!"

"Master, why doesn't your treasured sword have a scabbard？" Xiong Hao asked, staring at the hilt protruding from Xiaoyaozi's right sleeve.

"To be able to thrust out a sword faster at any moment, I eliminated the step of drawing the sword." Xiaoyaozi finally couldn't take it anymore. He picked up the head wrapped in black cloth, lifted his foot, and walked outward. Xiong Hao hurriedly scurried after him, trailing behind.

"Master, where are we going？" Xiong Hao, now enjoying his freedom, appeared extremely excited.

"......" Xiaoyaozi was finally left speechless. He was already regretting whether he shouldn't have taken this kid on!

......

Not long after Xiaoyaozi and Xiong Hao left, a team of valiant soldiers clad in armor surrounded the prince's mansion. They appeared to be the enforcement guards from the Ministry of Justice.

A tall, stern-faced man in black armor, wearing black scale-patterned leather gloves, entered the prince's mansion, followed closely by several soldiers.

"Greetings, Lord Shangguan!" At that moment, a trembling servant who had survived by escaping through a doghole knelt before the man in black armor.

"Speak! Tell me everything you saw!" Shangguan Qi said, his right hand resting on the sword at his waist. As the Vice Minister of Enforcement in the Ministry of Justice, his years of experience in handling cases had already given him a silent answer in his mind. Now, he merely wanted to verify it.

“Reporting to you, my lord, this humble servant saw...”

Moments later, Shangguan Qi's expression turned grim. His guess was indeed correct: the perpetrator this time was the same person who had caused chaos at the Penglai Inn previously. Judging by the modus operandi and the level of skill, it was likely the assassin known in the jianghu as "The Lone Sword," Xiaoyaozi!

Causing trouble at the Penglai Inn was one thing—it was not too close to the capital, and Shangguan Qi could turn a blind eye to it. But here, the capital, the prince's mansion was right in the heart of the city, under the feet of the Son of Heaven! He had to uphold the dignity of the emperor!

"I heard he was injured by the Sulfur Bomb of the Fire God Cult at the Penglai Inn, yet he's already storming the Prince's Mansion so quickly. He must have taken some miraculous medicine!" Shangguan Qi pondered to himself.

"Follow me!" Suddenly struck by a thought, he immediately led a group of elite guards and hurriedly departed.

Xiaoyaozi never expected his whereabouts to be exposed. He was taking Xiong Hao to a place—a place Shangguan Qi was also rushing toward.

The Medicine King Valley is a place known to all in the jianghu. Yet, few dare to trespass without permission, for the Medicine King is not only skilled in medicine but also a master of poison!

At this moment, Xiaoyaozi brought Xiong Hao to the entrance of the Poison King Valley.

At the entrance of the Medicine King Valley, mist swirled in the air. This was no natural miasma but a poisonous fog maze deliberately created by the Medicine King to deter those who sought to enter the valley easily.

"Master, have you been poisoned？" Xiong Hao asked with confusion and concern, unable to fathom why his master had brought him to the Poison King Valley.

"Do I look poisoned to you？" Xiaoyaozi shot him an annoyed glare. "Your master made a deal with the Medicine King and is now here to fulfill the promise!"

"Oh!" Xiong Hao was about to ask what kind of deal it was when he saw Xiaoyaozi take a copper tube from his robe and release a sharp signal with a "whoosh." He promptly and tactfully closed his mouth.

Hundreds of meters away from the valley entrance, in a patch of forest, Shangguan Qi abruptly halted upon hearing the sound.

"Not good, we're a step too late! Quick, see if we can still catch up!" As soon as he finished speaking, he immediately accelerated toward the entrance of the Medicine King Valley.

At that moment, a young man dressed in white soon appeared at the valley entrance.

The young man flicked his sleeve, and two pale red pills appeared in his palm. He casually tossed them toward Xiaoyaozi, who swept out a large hand, caught the elixirs, handed one to Xiong Hao, and without hesitation swallowed the pill himself.

Although Xiong Hao was very curious, seeing his master had already swallowed it, he hurriedly gulped down the pill as well.

"Please!" The white-clad youth pointed ahead and said calmly, appearing poised and courteous. After speaking, he took the lead into the poisonous mist, guiding the way from the front.

Xiaoyaozi gave a faint smile and promptly called Xiong Hao to follow closely behind. <To be continued><br/><br/>
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“Still a step too slow!” Just as Xiaoyaozi and Xiong Hao entered the valley, Shangguan Qi and his group of subordinates appeared at the valley entrance.

Thus enraged, Shangguan Qi pressed his right hand tightly against the sword at his waist, his eyes gloomy as he fixedly stared at the entrance to Medicine King Valley, simply deciding to wait there for his prey.

Before entering the valley, Xiong Hao had not thought much of it, but once he truly stepped into Medicine King Valley, he realized it was no ordinary place!

Upon first entering the valley, earthen mounds stood everywhere, with towering trees lush and verdant.

Further in, shrubs grew unevenly in height, and the forest was filled with exotic flowers and rare herbs. Many brightly colored natural spiritual substances emitted waves of refreshing and delightful scents, giving one a wondrous feeling as if transported to a primitive paradise.

An unmistakable look of astonishment appeared on Xiong Hao's face, as if he never imagined such a place could exist in the mortal world.

As for Xiaoyaozi, he wore an expression of complete familiarity, though the gentle gleam in his eyes revealed he too held a deep yearning for this place!

The youth in white led Xiaoyaozi and Xiong Hao, winding left and right along secluded paths in the valley. Before long, they arrived at a gently sloping mountainous area, where several simple wooden cabins instantly came into view.

"Uncle-Master, please follow me. My master has been waiting for a long time!" The young man turned his head and said, then quickly walked towards a wooden house in the center.

Xiong Hao curiously looked around and hurriedly quickened his pace to catch up with his master.

"Hehe, I didn't expect Brother Xiaoyao to come so soon!" As soon as they entered the house, a slightly thin, gaunt-faced but spirited man in his fifties sitting at the head immediately chuckled and spoke.

"Haha, it's all thanks to Brother Liu's 'Minor Restoration Pill' having boundless medicinal power. Otherwise, how could I have recovered from my injuries so quickly!" Xiaoyaozi responded with a laugh, appearing very familiar with the Medicine King.

Xiong Hao then realized that the Medicine King's surname was not 'Medicine' but 'Liu'.

He immediately bowed respectfully, holding his sword, and said, "Youngster Xiong Hao pays his respects to Senior Liu!"

"Oh？ This young friend is... Could it be that you, Brother Xiaoyao, were feeling lonely and have taken on a new follower？" The Medicine King was slightly taken aback and said half-jokingly.

"Go on, how would I have the leisure for that？ He's just a newly accepted disciple!" Xiaoyaozi replied with a hint of annoyance, plopping down on a nearby chair.

"Haha, since you're Brother Xiaoyao's disciple, there's no need to stand on ceremony. Just call me Uncle Liu!" The Medicine King chuckled, squinting his eyes as he sized up Xiong Hao from head to toe, meaningfully adding, "Brother Xiaoyao has always had exceptionally high standards. Since you could become his disciple, nephew, you must have extraordinary qualities of your own!"

"Ah, don't mention it!" Xiaoyaozi sighed on his own. "If having a lot of questions counts as an extraordinary quality, then he truly is quite unusual!" After saying this, Xiaoyaozi glanced at Xiong Hao, signaling him to come to his side.

"Hahahaha... Brother Xiaoyao must be joking!" The Medicine King laughed heartily. Even the Medicine Servant standing silently behind him revealed a meaningful smile at this moment.

Xiong Hao was naturally extremely embarrassed and hastily retreated to Xiaoyaozi's side.

"Alright, enough of this trivial talk! Let's discuss serious matters!" Xiaoyaozi put away his smile and spoke with a solemn expression.

"Medicine Servant, go to the alchemy room and bring the 'Chiyang Dan' I recently refined and a bottle of Small Recovery Pills!" The Medicine King also stopped smiling, turning his head to address the Medicine Servant.

"Yes, Master!" The Medicine Servant gave a slight nod and quickly walked toward the connected wooden hut on the other side.

"According to our agreement, Brother Xiaoyao must deliver my item to the Profound Ice Palace and have that person take this pill to fulfill the promise! In return, I will provide Brother Xiaoyao with as many as three Minor Restoration Pills again!" The Medicine King said, revealing a hint of barely concealed distress.

It should be noted that the Minor Restoration Pill is a unique healing elixir created by the Medicine King, which once fetched a sky-high price of two hundred thousand taels of silver at an underground auction! It can be said that even a single pill appearing in the martial world could stir up a storm of bloodshed.

Because as long as you still have a breath left, no matter how severe the injury, taking one Minor Restoration Pill can quickly restore you to a normal state. This is also the reason why the Minor Restoration Pill drives people to madness.

After all, carrying a Minor Restoration Pill with you is like having an extra life!

Moreover, the cost for the Medicine King to refine a single Minor Restoration Pill is not low, requiring not only various rare natural spiritual herbs but also months of arduous refinement!

"Hehe," Xiaoyaozi grinned, "Brother Liu, you also know that the Profound Ice Palace isn't a place just anyone can enter. And getting that person to take your pill is no small feat either. You're not at a loss with three Minor Restoration Pills!"
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