Chapter 11

“Punish her severely?” Julian’s eyes sharpened. “She tried to kill someone under my protection. You think that can be settled with a few words?”

He turned back to Vanessa, his voice colder than winter.

“I won’t kill you today. But you will destroy your own dantian and sever your path of cultivation forever. Otherwise, I will not let this matter rest.”

Vanessa started trembling all over, tears spilling down her face. “No! I can’t do that! Elder Lu, save me!”

Elder Lu looked deeply troubled, but just as clearly, he did not dare offend Julian. He let out a long sigh. “Vanessa, you brought this on yourself. No one else can be blamed.”

When she realized no one was going to save her, despair flooded her face. She looked at Julian and begged, “I was wrong. I won’t do it again. Please, spare me.”

I tugged lightly on Julian’s sleeve. “Julian, let it go,” I said softly. “She knows she was wrong. Let’s spare her.”

He turned to me, and the frost in his eyes softened at once. “You’re not afraid she’ll try to hurt you again?”

I shook my head. “No. As long as you’re here, she won’t dare. And... cultivation is hard enough already. Destroying her dantian is too cruel.”

Julian hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “All right. I’ll listen to you. But death may be spared—punishment will not.”

He lifted a hand and struck Vanessa across the shoulder with a palm of force.

She screamed and spat out a mouthful of blood. Her cultivation dropped in an instant, and all the color drained from her face.

“This is your punishment,” Julian said sternly. “If you ever do evil again, I will show no mercy.”

Elder Lu hurriedly helped Vanessa away. Before leaving, he bowed to us once more. “Thank you for your mercy, Miss Vale.”

Julian supported me as we stepped down from the platform. His eyes were full of worry as they fell on the cut on my arm. “Does it still hurt?”

“Not anymore.” I smiled up at him. “Julian, wasn’t I amazing? I actually beat her.”

He brushed a hand over my hair, pride warm in his eyes. “Mm. Our Lydia was amazing. But next time, you are not allowed to take that kind of risk again. Understood?”

“Understood!” I nodded, sweetness blooming in my chest.

The others from Longriver Sect swarmed over immediately, showering me with praise.

“Junior sister, that was incredible! You actually beat Vanessa Pierce!”

“Seriously, that last sword strike was amazing!”

Adrian Hawke stood a little apart from the group, looking at me with a complicated expression. In the end, he still walked over and held out a bottle of pills.

“I refined these myself,” he said. “Focus Elixir. It’ll help with your cultivation.” He paused, then added, a little stiffly, “Earlier... I underestimated you.”

I blinked in surprise, then accepted the bottle. “Thank you, Adrian.”

He gave a short nod and turned away.
Chapter 12

In the matches that followed, I kept winning.

With the sword techniques Julian had taught me and the constant encouragement of my senior brothers and sisters, I somehow fought my way all the way into the finals.

And my opponent in the final match was Julian.

Standing on the tournament platform, looking at him across from me in his white robes, all cool grace and quiet distance, I felt both nervous and thrilled.

“Julian, don’t you dare go easy on me.” I lifted my spirit sword and pointed it at him, my voice firm. “If I win, I want to win for real.”

A faint smile touched his lips, and his eyes softened. “All right. I won’t hold back. But you need to be careful too. Don’t get hurt.”

At the judge’s signal, the final match began.

Julian attacked first. His long sword flashed toward me like a streak of light. His swordsmanship was fierce, but never cruel; every strike left room for me to breathe. I could tell he was still restraining himself, and the realization made me bristle. I threw myself into the fight even harder.

We traded blows across the platform, sword energy cutting through the air in blinding arcs. The spectators below could barely keep up. Even after an hour, neither of us had clearly gained the upper hand.

“Julian, be serious!” I called out. “If you keep going easy on me, I won’t be happy even if I win!”

His gaze sharpened at once.

The next instant, his sword style changed completely.

The pressure crashed over me so suddenly that I was forced back step after step. My arms began to ache. My breathing turned ragged. I was losing strength fast.

Then my foot slipped.

My balance vanished, and I pitched backward off the edge of the platform.

Julian’s expression changed. In a blur, he flew toward me and caught me in his arms.

“Careful!”

There was unmistakable urgency in his voice.

I leaned against his chest, feeling his warmth and that familiar clean scent around him, and a deep sense of safety settled over me at once.

“I lost,” I said with a smile.

Julian helped me back to my feet, his tone gentle. “You were already incredible. Lasting this long against me was more than I expected.”

The judge announced Julian’s victory, and thunderous applause broke out below the stage.

Julian took my hand and led me down. Master Rowan and my fellow disciples crowded around us at once, all of them offering congratulations.

“Julian, you lived up to everyone’s expectations and took first place after all!” Master Rowan said, grinning from ear to ear. “And Lydia did well too. Reaching the finals is impressive enough already.”

“Thank you, Master,” Julian and I said together.

Once the Grand Sect Tournament ended, the various sects began departing one after another. Connor followed Elena back to Thousand Springs Sect, but not before turning around to call to us, “When Elena and I set a date, I’m sending you all invitations!”
Chapter 14

That day, we were training in the back mountain when a surge of powerful demonic aura suddenly rolled toward us.

Julian’s expression changed at once. He pulled me behind him in one swift motion. “Something’s wrong. A demonic cultivator.”

A black figure emerged from the trees.

Demonic energy poured off him in thick waves. A dark mask covered his face, hiding all his features.

“Julian Vale,” he said, his voice hoarse, strangely familiar. “It’s been a long time.”

Julian’s gaze sharpened. “Who are you? Why have you come to Longriver Sect?”

The masked man let out a cold laugh. “Who I am doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’m taking Lydia Wren with me.”

“You can try.” Julian’s hand tightened around his sword. “Lydia is my dao companion. I won’t let you lay a hand on her.”

“Dao companion?” The man threw back his head and laughed. “Julian Vale, do you even know who she is? She is the Holy Maiden of the Demonic Sect—the future Sect Master. And you would bind yourself to a demonic cultivator? Aren’t you afraid the entire cultivation world will spit on your name?”

I froze.

For a second, I thought I must have misheard him.

“I…” My voice came out shaky. “I’m the Holy Maiden of the Demonic Sect?”

Even Julian went still. He turned to look at me. “Lydia. Is that true?”

I shook my head hard. “I don’t know. I grew up in the Southlands. My parents were ordinary people. How could I possibly be the Holy Maiden of the Demonic Sect?”

“Of course you don’t know.” There was something almost pitying in the masked man’s tone. “Back then, when the Demonic Sect fell into chaos, the former Sect Master and his wife sent you away to be raised by a mortal family in the Southlands to keep you safe. They sealed both your demonic aura and your memories. I searched for you for over a decade before I finally found you, Holy Maiden.”

My mind buzzed.

I clutched Julian’s sleeve so tightly my fingers hurt, my eyes burning. “I don’t believe you. My parents were ordinary people. They never told me I was any Holy Maiden.”

“They wouldn’t have.” He stepped forward, the demonic aura around him swelling. “They obeyed the old Sect Master’s last order. They were to protect you until you came of age and awakened your Holy Maiden power. Now you’ve already begun qi induction. The seal is weakening. It’s time for you to come back with me, inherit your rightful place, and become the next Sect Master.”

“I’m not going.” I shrank closer behind Julian, but my voice was firm. “I have my sister, my master, and my senior brothers here in Longriver Sect. This is my home. I don’t want to become the leader of some Demonic Sect.”

“Holy Maiden, this is not your choice.” His eyes turned sharp. With a flick of his sleeve, he sent a streak of black demonic energy straight at me. “The Demonic Sect cannot be without a master. You’re coming with me.”

Julian’s sword was out in an instant.
Chapter 21

The moment their Warden died, the Demonic Sect disciples lost all will to continue. They broke and fled in every direction.

The cultivation world had won the battle—but at a devastating cost.

Julian ran back to me at once and gathered me into her arms.

"Lydia, how are you? Don't scare me."

I managed a smile. "Julian, I'm fine... I'm just a little tired."

After we returned to Longriver Sect, I spent a long time recovering before my body finally began to heal.

After everything that had happened, no one in the cultivation world dared gossip about me being the Demonic Sect's Holy Maiden anymore. Instead, they looked at me with admiration. I'd helped too many of them in that battle for anyone to keep speaking carelessly.

Even the alliance leader sent people to Longriver Sect in person, bringing me a generous supply of rare cultivation resources as thanks for my help.

Slowly, life settled down again, and as planned, Julian and I held our dao companion ceremony.

On the day of the ceremony, Longriver Sect was dressed in celebration. Lanterns glowed, silk banners fluttered, and the entire mountain was alive with noise and laughter. Representatives from every major sect came to offer their congratulations. Even Elena Hart from Thousand Springs Sect came, along with Senior Brother Connor.

Connor took one look at me and grinned. "Junior Sister, congratulations to you and Julian. And from now on, you'd better stop being so mischievous and learn how to be
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