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For Li Mu, the biggest effect was that it could act as a lubricant for cultivation, helping him break through the True Martial Fist. Previously, no matter how well Li Mu had perfected the first three forms of the True Martial Fist, when he attempted to push through to the fourth form, he always failed. His body would experience intense pain, as if his tendons and bones were breaking.
Li Mu guessed that this might be related to his lack of Internal Qi.
The True Martial Fist was essentially a combat skill, a technique.
Techniques required the assistance of Internal Qi.
And now, he finally saw a glimmer of light.
Far on the horizon, the first light of dawn appeared, and the pale red morning glow dyed half the sky red.
The Military Cemetery had been closed for several days. It was extremely quiet and deserted, with not a single person in sight.
Li Mu saw that the time was about right. He whistled, calling the Chrysanthemum Panther, which had been playing and chasing butterflies in the distance. He mounted the Chrysanthemum Panther and left the cemetery directly.
He still did not return to Pig Drive Alley. Instead, he went to Wensheng Studio on Liufang Street in the Office of Music Instruction.
Now that Hua Xiangrong had just stepped onto the path of cultivation, she needed extra attention and guidance. The progress of the Primordial Light Dao Body was rapid and difficult to control, possessing more uncertainty compared to the young book attendant Qingfeng. Therefore, Li Mu did not dare to be careless and wanted to check on her again.
After Li Mu's figure disappeared, in the cemetery where the twilight had not yet completely faded, undetectable energy fluctuations appeared. Several hazy, blood-red figures flickered in and out of view around the Azure Dragon Emerging from Water Formation. The leader was none other than General Lieyan.
"He... actually did it."
"The earth vein Spiritual Energy, actually..."
"I feel like we might have made a mistake."
"Is this slapping our own faces?"
"If the earth vein Spiritual Energy is completely drained by him, wouldn't we also vanish into thin air?"
The expressions on the hazy, blood-red phantoms of the several Jiangjun were somewhat awkward.
That day, they had just casually made a promise because, based on what they knew, no one had ever been able to draw out the earth vein Spiritual Energy and use it for themselves. Even that esteemed figure from the Divine Sect back then couldn't do it. Who would have thought that Li Mu actually managed to do it? This was very awkward.
"What kind of Sorcerer Formation Array is this? I've never seen it before."
General Lieyan's gaze fell upon the temporarily deactivated Azure Dragon Emerging from Water Formation. His face showed curiosity. He instinctively felt that this Formation Array possessed an unprecedented power. It made him feel close, yet also afraid.
"It will drain the earth vein Spiritual Energy... if Li Mu wishes it." Another Jiangjun said.
"Then let's negotiate with Li Mu. Ask him to show some mercy." Someone... no, a Gui suggested.
"Isn't it bad to go back on our word?"
"Who knew he could really absorb the earth vein Spiritual Energy."
"If we do this, he might see through our true situation."
"It's still better than vanishing because the earth vein Spiritual Energy is gone."
The group of ghost Jiangjun chattered away, discussing the matter. In the end, they couldn't reach any consensus. Clearly, Li Mu's actions had left them feeling troubled and distressed. What was even more critical was that they had previously boasted that regardless of whether Li Mu could absorb the earth vein Spiritual Energy or not, they were still willing to assist Li Mu once... Wow, you really shouldn't brag, even as a ghost.
The troubled ghost Jiangjun finally dispersed before the sun fully rose, returning to their respective tombs to rest and recuperate.
......
......
In recent days, Chang'an City appeared calm on the surface, but in reality, undercurrents were surging.
Ordinary people wouldn't sense the tense atmosphere in the city, but those who were truly well-informed all felt a sense of oppressive anticipation, like the lull before a storm. This could be seen from the mobilization of troops stationed outside Chang'an City, the fast horses galloping through the streets near the Courier Stations, and the increasing number of unfamiliar faces around Pig Drive Alley and Wensheng Studio, among other signs.
The youngest son of the Prince of Western Pacification was dead.
Killed by Li Mu.
Jiang Bing, the defense Jiangjun of the West District Defense Command, was also dead.
Also killed by Li Mu.
In front of the Monument of Heroes on the Archway Street of Chang'an Mausoleum, the floor tiles were stained with blood. Although the blood had long been washed away and the bodies collected, the smell of blood in the air had not yet dissipated. It was said that a sergeant also died that day, but the death of such a minor figure, compared to the deaths of Qin Lin and Jiang Bing, drew no one's concern.
Although the authorities had suppressed the news to some extent, virtually anyone of any status in the city had vaguely heard about it. The moment they heard, they almost couldn't believe their ears.
A young prince was dead, and killed in public at that.
What a massive storm this would stir up.
At the same time, a fifth-rank military officer of the Empire was also dead.
The very sky of Chang'an City had been pierced.
And what was even more bizarre was that the person who pierced the sky hadn't fled. Instead, he was openly enjoying himself in the Office of Music Instruction. This was simply the biggest scandal since the Empire's resurgence.
Many people were waiting to see how the event would develop further.
Could one Innate stand against the Western Suppression Prince Manor?
No one believed Li Mu possessed such power.
But Li Mu's calmness and leisure left everyone bewildered.
Unless... he had something to rely on?
That was it. How could such a young Innate, such a peerless genius, appear like a weed sprouting from a wild field? Someone must have trained him. And any force capable of nurturing such a genius couldn't possibly be weak. Could it be one of the Divine Sects?
It was precisely because the Prince of Western Pacification feared this that he hadn't acted hastily.
But clearly, the pain of losing his son made it impossible for him to remain calm.
As time passed, several unfamiliar faces at the Innate Realm appeared in Chang'an City. At the same time, rumors said that the headquarters of the Surveillance Bureau of the Western Qin Empire had also dispatched an Inspector to Chang'an City, both to investigate the death of Censor Xu and because of Li Mu.
An Innate Realm expert killing an Empire official fell squarely within the purview of the Surveillance Bureau.
And against this eerie backdrop of an impending storm, the Chang'an City Top Courtesan election also began with great fanfare and excitement. This undoubtedly captured the attention of countless ordinary people. The annual Courtesan Competition was a grand event in Chang'an City. The various activities, business opportunities, parties, and poetry gatherings brought about by the Courtesan Competition would put the entire city in a state of feverish excitement.
Major trading guilds and financial groups would come from afar.
During this period, the liveliness of Chang'an City was comparable to the Chinese Spring Festival on Earth.
By now, the candidates for the Top Courtesan had already made their names known.
The top courtesans from several major establishments in the Office of Music Instruction were all popular contenders, including Hua Xiangrong from Wensheng Studio.
Besides them, famous courtesans from other prefectures also wanted to compete for the title of Top Courtesan. Even if they couldn't actually win the final title due to local protectionism, just making it into the top ten would bring both fame and fortune.
For the common people, the Courtesan Competition might be the only chance in their lifetime to see the faces of those Top Courtesans who were like celestial maidens. Therefore, they were also extremely excited.
The major establishments began putting in effort, launching various promotional activities.
Many talented scholars, poets, and literary figures with considerable poetic reputations became the targets of invitations from various major establishments and the objects of flattery from famous courtesans. Because at this time, having a poem recognized as a Decade Poem or a Centennial Poem, sung throughout Chang'an City, would add intangible capital and leverage to the competition for the Top Courtesan title.
The power of poetry was also very important.
For a time, the literary world could also be said to be in turmoil.
As the new talent who had recently swept through the literary scene of Chang'an City like a hurricane, Li Mu's three poems - Inscription of the Humble Abode, Ode to the Beauty, and Hua Xiangrong - were widely sung for a time. Therefore, he naturally became the focus of attention from all sides. A flower-strewn scholar who could produce a Centennial Poem seemingly at will was undoubtedly someone many wished to win over.
However, no one actually made a move yet. Everyone was watching and waiting.
Because everyone knew that Li Mu favored only Hua Xiangrong. And as the top courtesan of Wensheng Studio, Hua Xiangrong had also signed up for this Courtesan Competition. Without absolute certainty of success, no one wanted to be turned away.
Of course, there were also many famous courtesans who prided themselves on looks and charm not inferior to Hua Xiangrong's. They were all inquiring about Li Mu's whereabouts, wanting to snatch this young poetry prodigy away from Hua Xiangrong's Wensheng Studio.
"A mere fifteen-year-old fledgling, what does it matter if he excels in both poetry and martial arts? He's seen few women, that's why he likes a reserved official like Hua Xiangrong. If he met me, I guarantee he'd fall for me and worship at my feet from then on."
So spoke the famous courtesan Xue Rui from Fufeng Prefecture.
And many other courtesans renowned for both talent and beauty were also making similar plans.
However, during this time, despite their overt and covert investigations, they couldn't find any trace of Li Mu.
The gate of the Humble Abode courtyard in Pig Drive Alley remained closed every day. No matter who came, they couldn't get the gate open. Li Mu's figure was never seen. The residents of Pig Drive Alley suddenly became highly sought after. Everyone wanted to get information about Li Mu's whereabouts from these poor folks, but they didn't achieve much success.
After much investigation, only one clue was found: Zhou Dedao, the president of the Great Bounty Trading Guild, was the only person who had ever managed to get the gate of the Humble Abode courtyard opened.
So, many people went to visit Zhou Dedao.
Zhou Dedao could only smile bitterly and say, "It's not that I have any particular connection with Lord Li. It's because my son caused trouble..." He explained the reason. The only reason he could get Li Mu's door open was because he went to deliver the remaining 300,000 in Gold Notes, begging Li Mu to remove the curse from his son. Now that the curse was lifted, he had no way to contact Li Mu anymore.
This result undoubtedly disappointed everyone.
......
Prefect's Mansion.
"Your Honor, I've just received news. Liu Wufeng, the Cloud-Piercing Sword, one of the four major retainers under the Prince of Western Pacification, has arrived in the city. He is currently staying at Ruanyu Tower in the Office of Music Instruction. Accompanying him are three other Innate Realm experts from the Western Suppression Prince Manor. This Ruanyu Tower is located closest to Wensheng Studio."
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Zheng Cunjian reported.
"Liu Wufeng? He is indeed a tough opponent. His Twenty-Four Forms of [Cloud Immortal Sword] are known as immortal sword techniques, and he has never lost a battle. It seems the Prince of Western Pacification is truly enraged this time." Li Gang had a handsome face with a dark beard, appearing elegant, thin, and graceful. He smiled and said, "Along with the dozens of sects that have arrived these past few days, such as the Limitless Sword Sect, Wind and Rain Pavilion, and Path of Love and Murder, all of which are forces allied with the Western Suppression Prince Manor... hehe, this momentum is becoming rather large."
"Should we give a bit of information to the Young Master?" Zheng Cunjian tentatively asked.
Li Mu had no foundation in Chang'an City and certainly did not know many pieces of information. Revealing this to him might be of some help.
Li Gang shook his head and said, "You decide for yourself."
Zheng Cunjian nodded, pondering the meaning behind these words.
For the first time, he felt he could not guess the Prefect's thoughts.
What exactly did he think of this son with whom he had cut ties?
Did he want to win him over?
Then why, after the battle at the Heavenly Sword Martial Hall that day, did he not stay at the scene and had never shown any intention of meeting Li Mu?
Or was he adding insult to injury?
Yet, in secret, he still paid close attention to news about Li Mu.
Zheng Cunjian was somewhat unclear about the situation.
"Mr. Zhao from the Western Suppression Prince Manor has also arrived in Chang'an City and has requested to see you several times. This Mr. Zhao is said to be the son of the Prince of Western Pacification's wet nurse. He was the Prince's childhood study companion and has a very good relationship with him, wielding considerable power. Should you, sir, find time to meet him?" Zheng Cunjian asked again.
"I will not see him." Li Gang sneered. "If the Prince of Western Pacification came in person, I might still give him some face. But he sends a servant and expects to see me?" The Prince of Western Pacification's sphere of influence was in Fengxiang Prefecture to the east, with the large imperial province of Fufeng Prefecture lying between it and Chang'an Prefecture. As one of the Empire's high-ranking frontier officials, Li Gang had the confidence of his station. His words were full of imposing manner.
Zheng Cunjian nodded, made a note, and said, "Inspector Lu Lizi from the Surveillance Bureau headquarters also entered Chang'an City today. She has sent a document to our office, hoping we will arrest the Second Young Master and send him to the Chang'an City branch of the Surveillance Bureau for interrogation and sentencing."
Li Gang coldly laughed. "How to handle such a matter—do I still need to teach you?"
Zheng Cunjian was taken aback, then understood. "Alright, I understand, subordinate."
Li Gang added, "Recently, undercurrents are surging in Chang'an City. Order the stationed troops outside the city to enter for duty. Every night, once the hour of Zi begins, impose a citywide curfew. No one may go out without official documents. Arrest anyone who causes trouble in the city, regardless of their background. The order of Chang'an City must not be disrupted. Anyone who dares to make trouble in the city is making an enemy of me."
...
...
In the manor.
Princess Qin Zhen frowned deeply as she looked at the map of Chang'an City before her. Her eyes were fixed on the countless streets and alleys from Liufang Street in the Office of Music Instruction to the western city gate. In her mind, she sketched out one route after another.
"In the worst-case scenario, if we fail at the auction and have to resort to force to seize the person, after succeeding, we must bypass the troops of the Eastern District garrison office. Even at the fastest speed, it would take half an hour... half an hour. The other side absolutely will not give us that much time."
Worry filled her eyes.
Those they needed to rescue were a widow and her child, who had little ability to move on their own, which would further delay their progress.
Over these days, she had tried various methods but had no way to rescue them in advance. Now, her last hope rested on the day of the Top Courtesan selection.
"Are your two old friends reliable?" Princess Qin Zhen looked at [Gentleman of the Wind] Wang Chen.
Now, she had no choice but to seek help widely. She had initially not planned to rely on Wang Chen's two old friends because for those who had retired from Jianghu, stepping back into it was very dangerous. Wanting to retire again afterward was almost impossible. Once you entered Jianghu, you could not control your own fate.
"Absolutely reliable," Wang Chen said. "I have already arranged with them to provide support outside the city. It is foolproof."
Princess Qin Zhen nodded, running the plan over and over in her mind.
She wanted to invite a friend in Chang'an City who could help when the time came.
But... planning was easy; carrying it out involved many variables. In the past, when she acted, she always considered various contingencies and prepared backup plans. This time, however, she was like a skilled housewife who could not cook without rice. With limited manpower, she could only focus on the immediate path. How could she still prepare for unexpected events?
"Your Highness, please forgive my bluntness, but why not seek help from Li Mu?" Gentleman of the Wind had been a staunch admirer of Li Mu from the start. He greatly admired Li Mu and always believed that winning Li Mu over, forming a good relationship, or seeking his aid was an excellent choice.
Princess Qin Zhen frowned slightly but did not refute him immediately.
In her heart, she was still very conflicted.
The conflict lay in her disdain for Li Mu's character—his extortion and frequent visits to brothels. However, she had to admit that Li Mu's strength far exceeded her estimations. He was someone she could not figure out, including his three poems from [Inscription of the Humble Abode], and his killing of the young prince Qin Lin, who had acted perversely in the Military Cemetery... What kind of person was Li Mu?
Now, she was somewhat unable to understand him.
Since the poems from that night in the brothel had spread, she had forbidden her subordinates from mentioning anything about Li Mu. But the problem was that the incidents Li Mu caused were too significant. Even if Qin Zhen did not want to hear about them, they still reached her ears. For example, the matter of him killing Qin Lin. Although they were both members of the royal family, Qin Zhen did not hide her dislike for Qin Lin. Therefore, she not only felt no regret over Qin Lin's death but actually applauded it.
In this regard, she was completely on Li Mu's side.
However, having provoked such great trouble, Li Mu's miraculous journey was likely to come to an end here.
"Your Highness, I feel you have always held some prejudice against Li Mu. Li Mu is definitely not that kind of person. This time, if we had Li Mu's assistance, the success rate of the rescue mission could increase by over thirty percent," Wang Chen said. "Saving them is urgent."
Qin Zhen was somewhat swayed.
"Do you have any acquaintance with Li Mu?" she asked.
Wang Chen said, "We have met a few times but are not close. However, Li Mu is quite righteous, sympathetic, and pities the weak. With my silver tongue, I might be able to ask for his help."
Qin Zhen hesitated, then finally sighed and said, "Alright, then you go and handle it."
"As you command." Wang Chen was overjoyed.
Had the Princess finally decided to let go of her prejudices?
This was truly a good sign.
As long as they successfully cooperated once, the barriers and misunderstandings between them could be eliminated. In the future, if they found a way to bring Li Mu into the Princess's camp, it would be much more convenient.
Wang Chen excitedly turned and went out to handle the matter.
...
In another manor not far from where Qin Zhen and the others were staying.
The Great Grasslands warriors, who had been cooped up here for dozens of days, were growing restless.
"Li Mu has caused trouble. Now, the number of Qin experts in Chang'an City has increased, making the situation even more unfavorable for us."
"This little Poetry Immortal of the Qin people is really a troublemaker."
"So what should we do?"
"Let's act now, go and snatch the Holy Maiden directly."
"Right, cut down anyone who stands in our way."
A group of barbarians from the Great Grasslands, whose muscles outweighed their brains, were becoming impulsive again.
The young Strategist shook his head and said, "There's no need to rush. We have already raised the silver. If we can avoid using force, we should..." He rubbed his temples. The key point was, there was no chance of winning if they resorted to force.
Rescue, rescue.
That.
"If it really comes down to using force in the end, everyone should be prepared to fight hard. Li Mu is a variable. He has attracted so many Qin experts to gather in Chang'an City, but for us, this might not be a bad thing. With dragons and snakes mixed together, we can fish in troubled waters." The young Strategist smiled.
His smile always had a power that made people trust and feel calm.
And the many Grassland barbarians, seen as savages, who had been restless and noisy, immediately quieted down upon hearing the young man's words. They nodded one after another like schoolchildren and said, "We'll listen to the Strategist."
The leader, a tower-like Grassland man, also nodded.
It was rare to see Grassland People trusting a Qin person like this.
"I will try to send someone in advance to notify the Holy Maiden and the others so we can coordinate when the time comes," the young Strategist added.
...
...
Somewhere mysterious in Chang'an City.
A young man with a face as handsome as a demon's wore a cold smile at the corner of his mouth. "Hehe, refused?"
A middle-aged martial artist below, clad in a gray hooded robe, said, "Yes. This subordinate found Li Mu at Wensheng Studio, presented Your Highness's visiting card, and expressed your goodwill. However, he refused to serve under you."
"He is simply arrogant. He needs to be taught a lesson."
"Hmph, who does he think he is? Your Highness giving him a visiting card was already showing him respect. How could he be so ungrateful?"
"Destroy him."
In the room, others who resembled advisors and military officials could not help but voice their anger noisily.
The young man, handsome as a demon, sitting in the host seat, chuckled lightly and said, "Geniuses always have some pride. I can forgive him once. Send my visiting card again, with a lower tone and posture. If he is willing to serve me, he can set any conditions he wants."
"As you command."
The middle-aged expert turned and left.
The others present looked at each other in surprise.
If someone like Li Mu, a monster, were really recruited, it would undoubtedly become a huge competitor for them. This was something they did not want to see.
...
...
Liufang Street.
The official residence of the Office of Music Instruction.
This was the administrative place managing all the brothels and pleasure houses on Liufang Street. It was also a heavily guarded area where some official women who had not yet been trained to serve were detained.
"Mother, sister, I'm so hungry. I'm cold." A delicate-looking little girl, who appeared to be only about five or six years old, obediently curled up in the arms of a beautiful middle-aged woman. But as a cold wind blew in, she shivered and could not help but whisper.
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"Mimi, be good, hold on a little longer, just a bit longer," the graceful middle-aged woman hugged her little daughter Tang Mi tightly.
This woman wore coarse robes that barely covered her body. She looked a little over thirty, still graceful with skin as white and smooth as solidified lard. Her long, black hair was messy and unbound. A trace of nobility lingered between her brows; she clearly wasn't common-born and used to be a noblewoman. But now, in the Office of Music Instruction, her face was pale and strained. She held her daughter tightly, holding back her tears.
Beside her sat another young beauty who looked about fifteen or sixteen years old, her elder daughter Tang Tang. With loose, slanted bangs and half-tied hair, she strongly resembled her mother, but had more innocence and sweet purity. Yet her face was equally weary and frightened, her eyes confused, occasionally flashing with hatred.
Mother and daughters only wore thin, grey robes which barely covered them. They were locked inside a cage.
These days, they had been constantly on the move, made prisoners, living in fear. After being delivered to this Office of Music Instruction, they faced mistreatment meant to break their will. Thus, today, they had gone two days and nights without food. Weak from hunger, they felt fragile to the extreme.
Especially the little one, Tang Tang. Young and with little strength to resist, constantly frightened and slightly feverish, her forehead felt hot. She curled up in her mother's arms, trembling.
"Mom, I want Daddy," Tang Mi murmured in her low fever.
The woman clutched her daughter, tears finally escaping. "Daddy will come back for you..." But in truth, the man who had once sheltered them would never return. She didn't know how else to comfort her.
The elder daughter Tang Tang just stared ahead, dazed, as if she had lost her mind.
The Office of Music Instruction. What a terrifying word for them.
Women from official families falling into such a place was like plummeting into a den of devils.
Footsteps approached.
"Madam Tang, have you made your decision yet? Just cooperate obediently with this Office, and you and your daughters will not only eat well and dress warmly, but you could live in luxury again." A sneering voice sounded outside the iron cage.
It was the Manager of the Office, the one responsible for "teaching" the mother and daughters. He was back.
"Hah, women? Sometimes, you just have to accept your fate. Fallen this low already, clinging to things like chastity and reputation? Meaningless. Why not be a little free? It doesn't hurt; you might even find pleasure yourself. Just spread your legs, and silver will pour in forever..."
The Manager was also a man around thirty. But his face was powdered pale, he wore silks, and he spoke with unmanly affectations, like a woman. A lewd glint shone in his slanted eyes.
The woman just closed her eyes, tears falling silently.
"Hmph, Madam Tang, time is short. Think fast. Three days from now is the Top Courtesan auction. Heh, you're considered one of the prime selections. I give you one more day to think it over. If you remain stubborn, we’ll have to get forceful. Think carefully. Your daughters won't hold out much longer."
Still, the woman only wept.
The middle-aged man snorted coldly and turned to leave.
Suddenly, the elder daughter Tang Tang spoke up. "I agree..."
"What? What did you say?" The effeminate yet cruel Manager turned back, a faint smile touching his lips.
"I agree. Whatever you say, I agree. Please let my mother and my sister go, okay?" Tang Tang rushed to the iron bars, her expression urgent.
"Hahaha, little girl, you think too naively. Who would dare let you leave?" The Manager looked at Tang Tang with pity. "You are serious criminals. His Majesty's edict states clearly: all three of you must spend your lives as whores, to pay for your father's crime. What makes you think you can bargain with us?"
"You..." Tang Tang was stunned.
"In three days is the auction. If by then you still resist... well, we'll just have to take some measures. Hah, as long as we can auction you off, and you don't starve to death, it's fine." The Manager gave a cruel, unsympathetic smile, turned, and started to leave, sneering. "Give in soon and suffer less. Hmph. If you don’t want to clear the name of General Tang, get revenge, then before the auction, just take your lives early. Spare yourselves the humiliation."
These last words were the cruelest. They drained the hearts of the mother and daughters—well, Tang Mi was still young and ignorant, so truly, they drained Madam Tang and Tang Tang, stealing their courage to commit suicide and killing even the thought.
Yes. They had to live. To clear their father’s (husband’s) name.
He had been murdered by treacherous courtiers, dying under the shameful name of a traitor, incapable of closing his eyes in death. Now in all the world, only they, this mother and her daughters, still believed in that man’s character and loyalty. If they all died, who would fight for him?
Seeing the strength and resolve fade from the eyes of these two women was like watching the last spark in a pile of drenched ashes after a heavy downpour. It flickered and died quickly.
The Manager gave a cold laugh. He loudly ordered the surrounding guards to give the mother and daughters not a drop of water or a grain of rice, then turned and left.
"Brother Tang, spirit in heaven, protect Tang Tang and me... Brother Tang, what... whatever should I do?"
The woman’s heart felt shattered.
If it was just herself, she would have ended her life long ago to accompany her husband in the grave. But she had two daughters left. They were the last blood of the Tang family. If she died, what would become of them? So young, with life only just beginning... The pain in her heart truly felt like the cut of a knife.
Who could save them?
Her heart bled. Back when her husband was alive, with his great sense of justice, how many people hadn't he helped? But now, who would come to save them?
"What are you crying for? All you know is tears!" A clear voice spoke up nearby. "You Qin women are truly weak."
It came from another iron cage about five or six meters away. Inside was a young woman from the grasslands who snapped this criticism. "Think hard about how to get your daughters out of here. Don’t just cry and cry... Hmph. A woman's tears are only meant for the eyes of the man she loves most. Never show them to your enemy."
The woman glanced at her.
She knew this was a woman captured from the Grassland.
This woman and dozens of her Grassland companions were in the Office of Music Instruction, enduring the same threats and temptations as the mother and her daughters. However, this Grassland woman seemed to be their leader and was more valued. She was separated from her companions and also locked in this yard.
One might expect Grassland "barbarians" to be rough, tusk-bearing creatures. Yet this Grassland woman was surprisingly beautiful. Stunningly so; even Madam Tang felt shocked. She was like a fiery, blooming Bloodthistle flower.
A pity.
Such a remarkably beautiful girl, fallen prisoner. The Qin Nation and the Grassland tribes never got along. The fate of these Grassland slave women was bound to be terrible – playthings. The more beautiful, the more tragic.
Of course, what surprised and earned Madam Tang's admiration was how fiercely courageous this unbelievably beautiful girl remained. Even locked tight in heavy black iron manacles, she refused to yield. She seemed never to abandon hope. No matter how the Managers taught, threatened, or tempted, she wouldn't bend an inch. Like a she-leopard from the plains, full of wild spirit.
Thump.
A soft sound. Half a stiff dry bun landed near Madam Tang's feet.
Madam Tang looked up, startled, towards the Grassland woman.
It was her bun she’d thrown.
She had managed to secretly save food? How?
And she herself hadn't tasted water or food for days! Willing to give it up?
"See what? For your daughter." The stunningly beautiful Grassland slave girl spoke. Her naturally curly black hair fell messily over her brow and eyes. She looked at the little girl curled inside Madam Tang, a hint of softness in her gaze. "On the Great Grasslands, children shouldn't suffer like this."
"Thank you. Thank you." Madam Tang quickly picked up the bun, crying grateful tears as relief washed over her.
She broke off a small piece, chewed it to mash it, moistened it with her saliva, and fed it to her youngest daughter, who was nearly unconscious from cold and hunger.
Then she gave a piece to Tang Tang.
"Mom, I'm not hungry," Tang Tang said. Her mouth was parched dry; she didn't even have saliva. Her insides felt like they were burning. Still, she shook her head. "Mom, you and Mimi eat it. I’m not hungry at all."
A short while later.
Another Manager approached the Grassland woman's cage. He spoke loudly and persuasively in the Grassland tongue.
The Grassland woman responded by spitting straight into his face, shouting vicious curses. Though a prisoner, her flawless beautiful face always wore an expression of proud defiance.
"Slave bitch! Asking for death! Punish her hard!" The Manager's furious roar filled the little yard. Beside him stood a Sorcerer who began torturing the Grassland slave girl with some vile form of Spell Arts.
Her body shuddered violently. Sweat flowed like water. Yet she remained fierce, cursing loudly, holding her head high with proud, unyielding spirit.
Finally, the Manager cursed ferociously and left with the exhausted Sorcerer.
"Are you alright?" Madam Tang asked, full of concern. Bound by shared misfortune, she now felt closer to this foreign woman from the Grassland than to the Qin Managers. She worried for her.
"Children of the Wolf God never yield to such tricks!" Her voice was crisp and sharp. After nearly an hour of suffering the Spell Arts, the woman who embodied the spirit of a female God of War was drenched in sweat. Her lips were bitten bloody. Her face was pale from the intense agony, but her will remained as solid as a rock.
Watching the departing backs of the Manager and his lackey, the Grassland warrior woman’s eyes held only contempt and hatred. A look that left no one doubting: if she escaped her bonds, she would tear that Manager and his Spell Arts Sorcerer to pieces.
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At the same time.
Li Mu rode his Chrysanthemum Panther back to Wengsheng Studio.
"Young Master, you're back." Hua Xiangrong showed an excited smile, just like a young wife welcoming her husband home. Naturally, she handed Li Mu a warm towel to wipe his face and took the outer robe he took off, hanging it on the nearby clothes rack.
Over the past three to five days, apart from going to the Military Cemetery to absorb the earth's spiritual energy, Li Mu spent all his time in Wensheng Studio and didn't go back to the Humble Abode courtyard in Pig Drive Alley.
"Hua'er, did you gain anything from your cultivation today?" Li Mu sat down to drink tea and asked with a smile.
Hua Xiangrong nodded excitedly. She formed a hand seal, and a gentle breeze flowed from her palm, instantly blowing the dust off Li Mu's outer robe. "Your servant feels that my spiritual power has reached the four-star realm..." After Li Mu's guidance and explanations these days, Hua Xiangrong now understood many cultivation realms and was no longer the cultivation newbie she once was.
"A sorcerer at the four-star spiritual power realm has combat power equivalent to the peak of the Combined Qi Realm. One more step forward, and it's the Combined Intent Realm." Li Mu couldn't help but admire her.
In less than ten days, from an ordinary person who knew nothing about the martial path to becoming a four-star sorcerer comparable to a top expert at the peak of the Combined Qi Realm, Hua Xiangrong had completed a cultivation journey that most people needed three to five years to accomplish. If this were known to the public, it would definitely cause a sensation.
The various benefits of practicing the simplified version of the Innate Art were already showing on Hua Xiangrong.
The most direct change was her appearance and temperament.
Compared to before she started cultivating, Hua Xiangrong's skin became fairer and more radiant, like fine jade. It seemed to emit a faint glow. Her temperament reached a higher level, becoming even more uniquely beautiful, pure, and unstained by dust, like a moon goddess who had fallen from the Nine Heavens to the mortal world.
Several times, when Madam Bai entered Wensheng Studio, she looked at Hua Xiangrong with astonishment in her eyes.
Was this the nourishment of love? Ever since she followed Li Mu, this girl had become more and more beautiful and captivating. Her eyes carried a spring-like charm. Before, Hua Xiangrong was like a flower bud waiting to bloom, but now, she was like a blooming flower from the Immortal Realm, stunningly beautiful.
"Good. What dao practitioners fear most is being approached closely, so what I taught you before were defensive dao arts. You have practiced them very well. Today, I will teach you a few more dao arts. Unlike the previous self-defense defensive dao arts, this time I will teach you offensive killing techniques. You must carefully comprehend them," Li Mu said.
In nurturing Hua Xiangrong, Li Mu had truly put in effort.
"Young Master, rest assured, your servant will study diligently," Hua Xiangrong said obediently.
She treated dao arts like a child seeing a fun toy. At first, it was indeed very novel, but later, that eagerness faded. The only reason she continued to learn with enthusiasm and was willing to practice hard was Li Mu.
Compared to successfully mastering a dao art, what Hua Xiangrong enjoyed most was the process of learning dao arts with Li Mu. A woman in love is blind; love easily turns people into fools.
Hua Xiangrong didn't think at all about how precious and rare these dao arts that Li Mu taught her were, enough to shock the world.
And Li Mu, who focused entirely on cultivation and improving his strength, also didn't think about how a goddess of light, who showed no interest in any other man, was so obedient to him.
These two people, this pair of man and woman, were immersed in their own emotions, fulfilled and happy.
Both he and she could be said to not know how lucky they were.
But then again, what is true happiness? How could they, so young now, fully distinguish it?
Some things, some people, can only be understood clearly after experiencing, seeing, and tasting them, then looking back.
They couldn't see the true face of Mount Lu because they were inside the mountain.
Because those involved are often confused.
About half an hour later, Li Mu taught Hua Xiangrong a total of eleven thunder techniques, including Heavenly Thunder Summoning, Divine Thunder Descent, and True Five Thunder Technique.
From simple to complex, Hua Xiangrong didn't understand well at first, but later, it was as if a switch flipped. She grasped them faster and faster. With a hand seal, lightning appeared in her delicate hands.
Fortunately, Li Mu had set up a formation array around the room to conceal auras.
Otherwise, it might have alerted some 'interested parties' outside.
"Brother Mu, how was my learning?" Hua Xiangrong's eyes were bright, revealing a charming innocence that only Li Mu could see, fully displayed on her delicate, fair oval face. After spending more time together, she had started calling him Brother Mu at some point, instead of Young Master.
The corner of Li Mu's mouth twitched. "Not bad, just so-so."
Damn, comparing goods makes you want to throw them away; comparing people makes you want to die.
Hua Xiangrong's speed in mastering dao arts was like a genius with an IQ of 150 solving elementary school arithmetic problems—fast and accurate. Even Li Mu couldn't match it. The terror of the Primordial Light Dao Body was fully displayed at this moment. It truly was a physique naturally in harmony with the Dao, especially in learning dao arts. It was practically memorizing at a glance, ridiculously extreme.
This further strengthened Li Mu's resolve to teach her dao arts.
A peerless god of dao arts who would dominate the Star Sea was slowly being nurtured.
Of course, it was only for dao arts. The cultivation of martial skills and internal qi wasn't as fast.
Martial path cultivation required time to temper and refine, and it emphasized building a foundation from childhood. Hua Xiangrong was now seventeen or eighteen years old and had indeed missed the best time for martial cultivation. She lagged far behind those geniuses who had tempered their bodies and cultivated their meridians since childhood. So, Li Mu didn't think about having Hua Xiangrong practice the martial path. There was no need. For such a delicate beauty to grind her physical body and practice hard skills like a brute would be a terrible waste.
Li Mu had a very clear position for Hua Xiangrong: a dao arts spell god.
The dao arts taught by the Old Charlatan, combined with her Primordial Light Dao Body, given time, Hua Xiangrong could definitely grow into the most powerful dao arts spell god on this planet. With a single thought, she could overturn rivers and seas, move mountains and hills. Even the so-called sect masters of the Nine Divine Sects might not be her match.
A moment later, the maid Xin'er came in and said that Madam Bai Xuan requested an audience.
Li Mu smiled and nodded in agreement.
A short while later, the elegant Bai Xuan entered.
She first greeted Li Mu, then said to Hua Xiangrong, "The Office of Music Instruction sent a message. Younger sister, you have entered the top twenty of this Courtesan Competition. Three days later, the opening ceremony of the courtesan selection will be held at Baoyun Tower. First, there will be a grand auction selling some women from official families, especially the wives and daughters of the former National Upholding General, and female slaves captured from the Grassland. Then, the real Courtesan Competition will begin..."
According to Bai Xuan, the auction date for General Tang's widow and the Grassland women had long passed. But to liven up the Courtesan Competition, the auction schedule was temporarily changed and postponed to the day of the competition.
Bai Xuan explained the entire process.
Given Hua Xiangrong's current fame in Chang'an City, entering the top twenty was naturally easy.
However, when Li Mu heard Bai Xuan's words, he somehow remembered the scene when he first arrived in Chang'an City and saw the Office of Music Instruction's parade float. Immediately, the image of those Grassland women locked in iron cages came to his mind.
Especially the woman called the Holy Maiden of the Wolf God Temple. Her beauty was stunning, like a valkyrie.
Brother Guo Yuqing also came from the Great Grasslands back then.
What a pity, such a woman falling into evil hands.
Li Mu sighed.
Then, he heard Bai Xuan say joyfully, "I heard that this time, the Office of Music Instruction has put on a big show, spending a lot of effort. So today, many important figures from nearby provinces have come to Chang'an City. It's more lively than any previous Courtesan Competition and the largest in scale in years. If you, younger sister, can take the top spot, you might even have a chance to compete for the title of the Western Qin Empire's number one beauty. By then, our Wensheng Studio would truly turn things around."
But Hua Xiangrong shook her head calmly, showing no longing. "Your servant is already with Brother Mu. I'm not interested in any title like the empire's number one. I only want to help you, Mother, gain some fame for Wensheng Studio and repay your care over the years. Besides, my looks are far from being the empire's number one beauty."
Bai Xuan just smiled and didn't argue.
To be honest, if it were before, Hua Xiangrong would indeed fall short of competing for the empire's number one beauty.
But recently, perhaps because of love or other reasons, Hua Xiangrong seemed completely transformed. Her appearance and temperament improved rapidly, as if surrounded by an immortal-like white mist, mysterious, holy, and extremely cool and beautiful.
Even Madam Bai, who was used to seeing beautiful women, sometimes felt her heart race when looking at Hua Xiangrong. With such temperament and charm, competing for the empire's number one beauty wasn't entirely hopeless.
Li Mu suddenly spoke. "The wife and daughter of the National Upholding General were sent to the Office of Music Instruction?"
Although the Office of Music Instruction only took in women from convicted official families, the National Upholding General was a top-ranking official. He didn't know what crime he committed to end up so tragically, with his wife and daughter not spared. Moreover, even if such an official's family was ruined, his wife and daughter shouldn't be sent to the Office of Music Instruction in Chang'an City. Usually, they would be sent to the Office of Music Instruction in the Imperial Capital Qincheng, right?
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"Yeah, it’s a real tragedy," Bai Xuan said casually, sighing. "General Tang Chong, the National Upholding General, once achieved great merits for the Empire. He was upright and incorruptible, hailed as one of Qin Nation’s Four Gods of War. For some reason, overnight, his family was destroyed. I feel for his wife and daughter, suffering such misery."
Li Mu listened, feeling a touch of sympathy.
"I’ve heard," Mama Bai Xuan added, seeing Li Mu was interested, "some corrupt officials this general once punished nursed resentment. They’ve come to Chang'an City specifically for the auction, aiming to buy General Tang’s wife and daughter, so they can insult and humiliate them..."
Why say this? Deep down, she felt a little sorry for the mother and daughter she’d never met.
"Did General Tang have no friends willing to help?" Hua Xiangrong couldn’t help but speak up, her own past experiences stirring a pang of empathy. Thankfully, she had been chosen for the Wensheng Studio.
"I heard there were rescue attempts," Mama Bai Xuan replied. "But those trying to help suffered instead. Many of General Tang’s friends died because of it. He offended a powerful figure before his death... one of the Empire’s Princes." She sighed heavily. "Truly pitiable. Being straightforward and incorruptible all his life only led to such an end."
Li Mu spoke. "If this General Tang was so upright, utterly loyal to the Empire, and rendered such great service, why would the Qin Emperor have him killed? Isn’t that like tearing down one’s own defenses?"
"This... we can’t know," Bai Xuan answered. "Perhaps slander by treacherous officials?"
"Hmph," Li Mu scoffed lightly. "Slander from traitors couldn’t deceive a truly enlightened ruler. Seems the current Qin Emperor is just a tyrant, after all."
Bai Xuan and Hua Xiangrong both looked startled.
"Young Master, choose your words carefully!" Bai Xuan quickly urged.
Li Mu shook his head and smiled, utterly unconcerned.
He didn’t place much importance on this world’s emperor at all. He was far more curious about the sect leaders of the Divine Sects of the Martial Path.
Bai Xuan took her leave.
However, moments later, she returned with an unnatural expression on her face. "Young Master Li," she said, awkwardly, "someone outside seeks an audience with you."
Li Mu replied flatly, "No."
"But..." Bai Xuan hesitated. "Perhaps you should tell them yourself. I couldn't stop..."
Before she could finish, a middle-aged warrior in light armor barged in from outside. "Young Master Li Mu, quite the lofty airs! I come by His Highness’s command to deliver an invitation..."
Li Mu frowned. "You again?"
He recognized the warrior – they’d met him once outside Pig Drive Alley. The man had delivered some invitation then, claiming his master admired Li Mu’s talent and wanted to recruit him. Recruit my foot! Li Mu hadn’t cared one bit then. To put it without boasting, a person worthy of this quasi-Immortal Li Mu’s loyalty simply hadn’t been born yet on this planet.
"Young Master Li Mu, my Prince highly regards your talents..." The warrior was not a skilled persuader; his tone couldn’t hide its condescension.
Li Mu waved him off directly. "My apologies. I am an imperial official now and have no wish to form factions. Thank your Prince for his good intentions. You may leave." He issued a clear dismissal.
A flicker of anger showed in the warrior’s eyes. "Young Master, think carefully. My master is the current Second Prince."
Three sharp intakes of breath echoed in the room almost simultaneously.
Hua Xiangrong, Bai Xuan, and the little maid were utterly stunned.
The current Second Prince was rumored to be a strong contender to become the Crown Prince of the Western Qin Empire!
Li Mu remained completely unfazed. "I’ve thought very clearly. Please go." Even if it were the Western Qin Emperor himself, his attitude would be the same. He no longer needed to hold back.
"Fine! Don’t regret this," the warrior said, his face dark with anger.
With anyone else showing such disrespect, he would have attacked immediately. But Li Mu was an Innate realm master, a peerless force stronger than him. His title of "Godslayer" was intimidating; this lunatic had even dared to kill the very son of the Prince of Western Pacification.
"I give you five breaths. If you’re not gone by then, I will throw you out," Li Mu took a sip of tea.
Barging unannounced into Hua Xiangrong’s boudoir? If it weren’t for giving some face to that so-called Second Prince, he’d have struck his head off right then.
The warrior, anger boiling over into a bitter laugh, retorted, "Fine, truly arrogant! You killed the Prince of Western Pacification’s son. His people are already in Chang'an City, waiting to seize you. Without my Second Prince’s protection... Hmph! You’ll be dead before you know how you died! Just wait... your bravado now... you’ll beg then... Hey?!"
Before he could finish, the middle-aged man felt everything blur. The collar of his armor tightened, and suddenly he felt like he was riding the clouds as he was hurled bodily from the room.
So fast!
His mind reeled with shock.
As he hit the ground, he tried to right himself and land on his feet, but his legs buckled. He crashed down heavily with a resounding thud onto the main hall floor of the Wensheng Studio, landing face-first among startled patrons relaxing with food and drink.
Struggling, the man got up.
With his strength, such a fall shouldn’t hurt him.
Sensing internally, he found there was indeed no lasting injury.
Yet that only added to his shock.
Li Mu hadn’t restricted his Internal Qi. Just a casual throw had made him lose control and fall. That level of power was terrifying, far beyond the rumors. He himself was a half-step Innate Level cultivator. Killing him outright would have been easier than making him inexplicably lose control and tumble like a buffoon.
Expression dark, the warrior strode out of the Wensheng Studio.
Simultaneously, a few mocking patrons who had laughed the loudest suddenly sprouted a dot of crimson between their eyebrows, then slumped bonelessly to the floor, lifeless.
Screams erupted.
On the third floor, Li Mu frowned slightly.
That man was ruthless. Killed instantly just for mocking him? The Second Prince he served was likely anything but noble.
"Young Master," Bai Xuan asked tremulously, "did that man just say... you killed the Prince of Western Pacification’s son?"
Due to official suppression, even the well-informed Bai Xuan hadn't heard this news.
Li Mu nodded. "That Young Prince was acting lawlessly in the Military Cemetery, slaughtering innocent people. I couldn’t stand it, so I ended him." He saw no need for concealment.
"But... what are we to do?" Bai Xuan panicked instantly.
Killing royalty was a capital crime. Sheltering Li Mu here made her complicit, risking punishment for even association.
Overwhelmed by the news, she momentarily lost composure.
Li Mu reassured her, "Relax. It happened five or six days ago. I’m still perfectly fine here. The Prince of Western Pacification’s reach isn’t that long. If trouble were coming, it would’ve come days earlier. The lack of official action proves the authorities aren’t pursuing this matter."
Bai Xuan stopped short.
Looking at Li Mu’s utterly calm expression, she suddenly gathered herself.
Right. If the man involved wasn’t worried, why should she fret?
Facing such dire straits, Li Mu had even coldly refused an offer from the Empire’s Second Prince and tossed that formidable bodyguard down the stairs... If he offended the Second Prince so casually, why care about a mere Prince of Western Pacification?
Bai Xuan gradually calmed down.
Li Mu must have something to rely on.
She wasn’t an ordinary woman and understood this now.
Her heart settling somewhat, Bai Xuan of course didn’t press further. She excused herself and left the room.
"Brother Mu," Hua Xiangrong couldn’t suppress a whispered question, "is it... really alright?" Her heart was entirely attached to Li Mu, and even though he seemed unaffected, worry for her beloved inevitably stirred.
Li Mu chuckled. "If fighting can solve it, it’s no problem for me." He looked amusedly at Hua Xiangrong’s face. "Hua’er, worried about me?"
"Yes," Hua Xiangrong nestled obediently beside Li Mu.
Li Mu said, "What I told you earlier wasn’t flattery. You truly possess unparalleled talent. Just concentrate on practicing the Dao Arts I’ve taught you. It won’t be long before you yourself command respect from all under heaven. When that day comes, I’ll need Hua’er to protect me."
The speaker jested, but the listener took it seriously. What Li Mu said jokingly fell deeply into Hua Xiangrong’s heart.
From then on, she diligently practiced
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