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Rolling dark clouds seemed to touch the ground.
An indescribable oppressive feeling filled the entire Southern Region.
A sage gazed up at the heavens, as if seeing ferocious green-faced demons with fangs emerging from the depths of the distant starry sky.
Another sage listened to the sounds of the earth, seemingly hearing the gates of hell open, with fierce ghosts clawing towards the surface.
Then, accompanied by a streak of red lightning, the dark clouds dispersed, the scorching sun hung high in the Nine Heavens, and the sky cleared for thousands of miles.
The people of the Southern Region had barely made sense of this when shocking news spread.
A sage from the Holy Land of Secrets divined heavenly mysteries and concluded that a world-destroying demon had appeared. If not eliminated, it would bring imminent danger of destruction.
Therefore, empires and holy places from everywhere—the Northern Plains, Eastern Domain, Western Desert, and the Central Continent—dispatched huge numbers of powerful experts to flood into the Southern Region to search for and kill the world-destroying demon.
Unexpectedly, they failed to find the world-destroying demon, while the Holy Land of Secrets turned into ruins overnight.
People determined that this was punishment from heaven for the Holy Land of Secrets having disclosed celestial secrets. Thus, they became even more certain about the threat of the world-destroying demon.
They rounded up all babies born on that day, intending to nip the destruction crisis in the bud.
Meanwhile, the most powerful empire in the Southern Region, the Great Xia Empire, together with the Two Major Holy Places, jointly formed a Demon Slayer Team. They scoured every inch of the Southern Region, executing anyone suspected to be the world-destroying demon.
Among them, a squad was assigned to the spot where the red lightning had struck, setting out from there to search...
While the whole world was in turmoil, no one knew that that streak of red lightning had hit a young man named Zhang Yang.
"Is there no justice in this world?"
"I was just sitting in a cave, and I got struck by lightning?"
Zhang Yang rubbed his head gloomily as he stumbled out of the cave.
He was an orphan, sixteen years old. Earlier that year, the elderly man who had adopted him succumbed to illness. Left alone and destitute, he heard that the Lightning Fist Sect was recruiting disciples and decided to try his luck.
He never imagined that halfway there, spotting overcast skies threatening rain, he ducked deep into the cave—only to end up blasted by a lightning strike anyway.
"The ground is all dry. Did it not rain, or was I knocked out by that red lightning for too, too long..."
As he muttered to himself, his face paled at seeing a gray-furred wolf to his left front, staring icily at him.
Zhang Yang’s mind went blank, and he stared dumbly at the wolf.
Just as the wolf coiled to pounce, Zhang Yang jerked awake from his stupor.
He spun around and bolted.
But he was so panicked that he tangled his own feet and crashed to the ground.
Wolf howls rang in his ears as the beast leaped at him, and Zhang Yang kicked out wildly in terror.
Thud!
Then, he gaped in shock as the wolf flew over ten meters, slammed against the mountainside, tumbled down, and whimpered feebly, unable to rise.
"What is this?"
Zhang Yang glanced down at his own kicking foot in disbelief.
He knew his own strength—usually, he couldn't even budge an adult gray wolf, much less send it flying.
He was astounded but had no time to ponder, for angry growls filled the air and gray wolves popped into view all around him.
"Holy mother! Is this a wolf den?"
He scrambled up in fright and dashed away.
Behind him, wolf howls persisted relentlessly.
He wasn't sure if it was an illusion, but he realized he was running incredibly fast—so fast it seemed impossible, like everything was whizzing past behind him.
In his headlong rush, he stole a look back and nearly passed out from horror: wolves filled the mountains and plains as far as he could see.
Grey wolves, white wolves, black wolves, countless in number, were roaring and rushing wildly out from the forested mountains.
"We're doomed, we're doomed, I don't want to die."
Not wanting to become food for the hungry wolves, Zhang Yang ran for his life with only one thought: run!
He charged forward, never looking back.
Behind him, the pack of wolves howled, chasing relentlessly.
And behind the wolf pack, on a small hill, stood several people.
The leader was a young man in noble attire, around twenty years old. He gazed at the scene below, where the wolves were rushing, with a proud expression: "With nearly five thousand wolves here, even if Xue Feishuang is powerful, she'll pay a terrible price. Let's go talk to the Blood Fox thieves about whether to set a trap for Xue Feishuang to fall into, or just leave early to make sure she fails her title battle. Then my eldest brother will surely win, and our Yun family will become double title holders—that'll make us truly noble beyond words in the Great Xia Empire."
"Young Master, it seems there's someone over there," a follower said, pointing at Zhang Yang running frantically ahead of the wolves in the distance.
Glancing over, the young man called Young Master replied, "No matter, he'll just end up food for the wolves sooner or later."
He led the others away.
Zhang Yang, completely unaware of being caught up in some conflict, kept running, running desperately.
Focused only on survival, he didn't notice that his speed was gradually increasing, becoming faster and faster.
After running wildly like this for an unknown number of miles, a horse team suddenly came rushing toward him.
"Wolves are coming! Run! Wolves are coming!" he yelled.
Shouting at the top of his lungs, he tried to brush past the horse team.
Suddenly, a hand rested on his shoulder. Amid his sprint, Zhang Yang felt an irresistible force press down on him, making it impossible to lift his legs. He stopped in his tracks.
"Don't stop me, wolves are coming, run!" Zhang Yang exclaimed, reaching up to shove the hand away.
A light laugh sounded.
A figure flashed before his eyes. The hand that had stretched down from horseback withdrew, and a charming woman landed in front of him.
"Where are the wolves?"
Zhang Yang glanced at her, secretly thinking she was very beautiful. He pointed back and said, "The wolves are behind us, didn't you see them? Wolves, wolves—huh? Where are they? Where are the wolves?"
He stared, dumbfounded, at the empty space behind him, with no wolf in sight.
In disbelief, he ran back a few paces, shading his eyes to scan the distance, then burst out laughing. "I actually outran them! Hahaha, I must be that fast now?"
"Giggle, you outran wolves? I see you haven't cultivated martial arts. How could you outrun wolves? Were you having a nightmare?" the woman teased.
Zhang Yang said irritably, "There were wolves, definitely. All over the hills, at least three to five thousand of them."
The woman chuckled in amusement.
Zhang Yang grew a little annoyed at the laughter.
"Yuluan, stop being impolite," a voice chimed in.
The voice was clear and melodious, like an oriole's song.
Zhang Yang turned to follow it and felt dazzled. If Yuluan was as lovely as stars, this woman shone like the brilliant moon—not merely stunningly attractive, but also radiating a heroic spirit.
She wore pure white battle attire that accentuated her graceful curves.
Her jet-black hair was pinned up simply into a bun, revealing a swan-like neck.
Her features, those elegant eyebrows, that pert nose, those lips, all so picturesque it seemed painted, flawless to the subtlest degree.
She rode a white horse of extraordinary spirit and vigor.
Behind her, unmistakably, was a hundred-strong mounted troop. All on white horses, clad in white armor, wielding long spears. Their formation was orderly, each individual radiating vitality.
"I am General Xue Feishuang of the Great Xia Empire," the woman in white dismounted and asked, "Are you certain you saw thousands of wolves?"
Zhang Yang said, "Of course. I even kicked one away! They couldn’t catch me. I'm telling the truth. I have no reason to lie to you, really. Huh? Listen! Wolf howls. The pack is almost here!"
He faintly heard the drawn-out cries of wolves.
Xue Feishuang tilted her head to listen as well, her fine, pretty brows knitting slightly. Seeing this, Yuluan shot forward like lightning, leaping onto a high point to scan the distance. She turned back, "General, there are no wolves."
Zhang Yang strained his ears. The fragmented wolf howls continued. He insisted firmly, "The wolves are coming. I hear them."
"Kid, who are you trying to fool?" Yuluan glared, her face stern. "A non-practitioner like you can hear them, but we can't? Spout nonsense again, and I'll knock some sense into you!"
Zhang Yang pursed his lips. "Never mind if you don't believe me. I value my life. I'm leaving."
"Wait."
Xue Feishuang spoke.
Zhang Yang looked at her. "What?"
Xue Feishuang gave Yuluan a slight nod.
Yuluan leaped gently, as effortlessly as a weary bird returning to its nest, and vanished into a small grove of trees not far away.
"Listen to what she says inside," Xue Feishuang instructed.
Zhang Yang felt displeased. She still didn't trust him. Stubbornness rose within him, mixed with confusion. Ever since being struck by that crimson lightning, he seemed stronger – strong enough to kick a full-grown wolf away. Faster – fast enough to leave a whole wolf pack behind. And it seemed he could hear things from much farther away. This piqued his own curiosity. He wondered if he really was hearing wrong.
He watched Yuluan inside the grove and muttered, "Climbing a tree. Couldn't she find a cleaner spot? That spider beside her is about to crawl onto her."
Then he froze. That's over a hundred meters away! How could he see such a tiny spider?
A flicker of astonishment passed through Xue Feishuang's pitch-black eyes. She remained composed. "Yuluan, say something."
Yuluan responded, her lips moving, uttering words in a very tiny whisper.
Zhang Yang tilted his head, listening intently, his expression turning peculiar.
Soon, Yuluan returned. "Kid, what did I say?"
"You said that if I could actually hear you, then I must be a true genius in practicing martial arts. And you said it three times," Zhang Yang replied.
Yuluan's eyes widened in shock. "You really did hear! Are you an expert pretending?" She reached out and checked Zhang Yang. "No! You definitely haven't practiced. You're an ordinary person. How could you possibly hear?"
Zhang Yang had no interest in her rambling now. He heard the wolf howls growing clearer and louder. "The wolves really are coming!"
This time, even those who harbored doubts became cautious.
Xue Feishuang contemplated briefly. "To the southwest lies the Yanluo River. It’s over ten meters wide. Cross it, destroy the bridge behind us, and we’ll be safe. Move out!"
As the last word left her lips, she immediately spurred her horse southwest at the head of her troop. Ahead of them, Zhang Yang was already sprinting far into the distance.
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The Yanluo River flowed east to west, with swift currents and a minimum width of fourteen to fifteen meters at its narrowest point. A bridge spanned its surface.
By the time Zhang Yang dashed to the opposite side, Xue Feishuang's hundred-rider cavalry troop was still over thirty meters away from the bridge.
The mounted warriors all stared at him with stunned expressions.
Throughout the journey, they had deliberately or inadvertently tried to overtake Zhang Yang, testing the validity of his claim that he could "outrun wolves into nothingness."
The result was that they were the ones left behind.
After charging across the bridge, Xue Feishuang casually waved her hand. To Zhang Yang's utter disbelief, the entire bridge detached from both banks and flew away, landing not far from him.
"Is this martial arts?" Zhang Yang watched with undisguised envy.
Xue Feishuang smiled. "Do you want to cultivate martial arts? I can teach you."
"Really?" Zhang Yang was overjoyed.
"However, you must tell me about your background and origins," Xue Feishuang said.
Zhang Yang replied, "Of course, of course. Folks in our town say every sect has very strict rules for taking disciples. They investigate your background and origins, check the quality of your bone structure and foundation, and even assess your character."
Xue Feishuang scrutinized him, inwardly sighing in amazement. His foundational bone structure—she had never seen anything better. He ran faster than her warhorse, heard sounds from further away, and possessed exceptional eyesight. As for his character—if he wasn't a good person, would he have warned others to flee the wolf pack?
Then she heard Zhang Yang introduce himself: "My home is in Qingshan Town. I'm an orphan, sixteen years old. The grandfather who raised me passed away from illness early this year..."
He poured out a long string of details.
Finally, he added, "Please examine my foundational bone structure. See if I’m suitable for cultivation."
"Alright!"
Xue Feishuang personally conducted the examination.
Her method was straightforward: she placed a hand on Zhang Yang's shoulder. A surge of force passed through her palm into his body, circulating once throughout his system. It confirmed Zhang Yang truly had never cultivated before; his dantian was completely empty.
"How is it? Can I cultivate?" Zhang Yang’s face was full of anticipation.
Xue Feishuang pondered for a moment. "Your innate talent and foundational bone structure are outstanding. I can accept you as a fellow disciple on behalf of my master."
"Accept me on your master's behalf?" Zhang Yang was surprised.
"My master is the Grand Elder of the Green Sparrow Palace, considered one of the leading experts in the Southern Region. Are you willing to become her disciple?" Xue Feishuang asked.
Zhang Yang exclaimed joyfully, "Really? Can I really?"
Xue Feishuang nodded. "Really."
Zhang Yang cheered excitedly.
Originally, he hadn't held much hope when heading to the Thousand Thunder Sect to seek a master. His initial thought was merely to enter the sect, guaranteeing at least food and shelter. If he could actually become a disciple of a mighty expert, of course that would be vastly better. And come to think of it, wouldn't this Imperial General become his senior sister? Would he ever worry about food and drink again? Wait—this meant he could aspire to become a true expert himself. He did have dreams.
Immediately, with Xue Feishuang presiding, he knelt and kowtowed toward the east.
After this simple disciple-acceptance ritual concluded, Xue Feishuang announced, "I possess a significant cultivation method called the Divine Strength Technique. It focuses intensely on raw power and is ideal for men. I will impart it to you now. Once you reach the Dust Washing realm, I will teach you the 'Diamond Dragon Strength' martial arts technique, which is the perfect complement to the Divine Strength Technique."
"Everything according to senior sister’s arrangement," Zhang Yang said. "Oh, senior sister, what exactly is the Dust Washing realm?"
Xue Feishuang then explained the fundamentals of martial arts cultivation to him in detail.
The realms of martial arts, from lowest to highest, are: Qi Transformation, Dust Washing, Returning to Origin, Touching the Sky, Ascending to Heaven, Opening the Sky, Small Boundless, Great Boundless, Ascending the Heavens, Transcending Life and Death.
There were ten realms in total.
Among them, the Qi Transformation realm had nine minor realms.
The Dust Washing realm had three minor realms.
The Returning to Origin realm involved absorbing the energy of the five elements, ultimately unifying them to transform qi into elemental energy, hence it had six realms.
In short, each realm had its own characteristics.
After the explanation, Xue Feishuang also imparted the Divine Strength Technique to him and provided some instructions.
Zhang Yang also began to feel like a genius.
Because as he heard the cultivation method of the Divine Strength Technique, being his first time hearing about the way of cultivation, he felt that he completely understood every sentence, even every word.
So as he listened, he started practicing on his own.
Xue Feishuang wanted to interrupt, but felt that Zhang Yang's foundation was too good, and it was also good to let him suffer a setback while he knew nothing, so she didn't bother him.
Before long, Yuluan, who had stayed on the other side of the Yanluo River, leaped across and approached nearby.
She said, "General, the wolf pack has arrived, exactly as Zhang Yang said, with a full five thousand members."
Xue Feishuang showed a cold expression and said, "We changed our route to come here, yet the wolf pack still pursued us; someone is trying to prevent me from completing the title battle."
"It must be the Yun family," Yuluan said.
While they were talking, Zhang Yang had already sensed the qi.
Operating according to the Divine Strength Technique's method, strands of the world's qi entered his body through his pores, gathered in his dantian, and then condensed into primordial qi.
This was precisely the first major realm of martial arts, Qi Transformation.
Having primordial qi was Qi Transformation level one.
Soon, Zhang Yang felt a slight vibration from the primordial qi in his dantian, and the qi expanded twofold.
A breakthrough: Qi Transformation level two.
Then continuous vibrations came, like faint thunderclaps.
Qi Transformation level three!
Qi Transformation level four!
Qi Transformation level five!
...
Qi Transformation level eight!
Qi Transformation level nine!
So he easily reached the last minor realm of the Qi Transformation realm, but the problem was that it didn't end there.
The consolidated mass of primordial qi emitted a thunderous sound, as if purifying, becoming purer and clearer than before.
This was another breakthrough: the initial stage of the Dust Washing realm.
The Dust Washing realm was the process of cleansing the primordial qi to remove impurities.
Boom!
Dust Washing realm intermediate stage!
Boom!
Dust Washing realm advanced stage!
This realm was the final minor stage of the Dust Washing realm, and the next step was the third major realm of martial arts, the Returning to Origin realm.
At this stage, Zhang Yang finally felt that cultivation was slow, his yuan qi became extremely clear and pure, but he couldn't absorb the qi of heaven and earth. What he needed was the energy of the five elements, namely metal, wood, water, fire, and earth. In other words, he needed the metal qi to possibly step into the Returning to Origin realm.
"Huu..."
Zhang Yang stopped cultivating, opened his eyes, and felt yuan qi swelling in his dantian area; it was wonderful and comfortable.
Sounds of wolf howls reached his ears.
It was then that he noticed the opposite shore was crowded with fierce wolves, and some even roared as they tried to jump across. Most of them fell into the river, while the few that made it were killed.
A river blocked most of the wolves.
"Senior Sister, teach me a martial arts technique, specifically that Diamond Dragon Strength," Zhang Yang said.
Xue Feishuang slightly furrowed her delicate eyebrows and said in a stern voice, "Junior Brother, cultivation musn't be rushed. I know you have extraordinary talent; you absorbed the qi of heaven and earth into your dantian and converted it to yuan qi on your first attempt. But to learn martial arts techniques, it's best to reach Qi Transformation level five or higher. Moreover, Diamond Dragon Strength is exceptionally powerful; it requires Divine Strength Technique as a foundation and can only be practiced after reaching the Dust Washing realm. I told you this before, and I hope you will remember it."
Zhang Yang said, "I..."
"Don't make excuses; remember what Senior Sister says, she's doing it for your good," Xue Feishuang cut him off directly, then she moved to a high point to look towards the rear of the wolf pack across the river.
Zhang Yang still wanted to speak when Yuluan appeared.
"Your talent in martial arts is high, but no matter how high, you must understand cultivation isn't easy! You've only practiced for half an hour and you're already whining to learn martial arts techniques? And such an advanced one like Diamond Dragon Strength? You don't take martial arts seriously at all! It's only because our general has a good temper; if it were me, I'd beat you senseless to teach you that cultivation follows step-by-step progress and demands hard, gradual training," Yuluan lectured him.
Zhang Yang felt a bit annoyed; once again, he wasn't trusted.
He tilted his head and said, "But I'm at the Dust Washing realm now!"
The scene fell silent for an instant, then Yuluan giggled.
Xue Feishuang showed an even angrier expression.
The hundred cavalry soldiers also exchanged amused looks and continued blocking the fierce wolves from crossing the river.
Zhang Yang felt helpless, thought about the Divine Strength Technique, then urged the yuan qi in his dantian.
Humm!
The yuan qi roared within his body, surged across his surface, and vibrated, churning the air within a meter around him.
Xue Feishuang, Yuluan, and the hundred cavalry soldiers all looked at Zhang Yang in astonishment together.
"I'm at the late stage of the Dust Washing realm!" Zhang Yang shouted.
"No!" Yuluan shook her head.
Zhang Yang flew into a rage; not acknowledging him now was outright bullying.
But they heard Yuluan say, "You damn pervert!"
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Pervert!
This wasn’t just Yuluan’s thought; it was the word that flashed through everyone’s mind. For the moment, they simply couldn’t think of any other word to describe Zhang Yang.
“Half an hour! You only cultivated for half an hour!” Yuluan nearly jumped in agitation. “If I hadn’t checked that your Dantian has no Qi, I’d suspect you were some expert pretending otherwise.”
Zhang Yang blinked. “Was I cultivating quickly?”
Yuluan put her hands on her hips, like an angry little hen. “Quick? Not quick! It was incredibly insanely fast! Your old lady here is considered a genius too! It took me three years to reach the late stage of the Dust Washing Realm back then. And you did it in half an hour? Is that quick? I’m jealous of you!”
“Yuluan, be composed,” Xue Feishuang reprimanded.
Yuluan felt thoroughly depressed. This was really discouraging. As Xue Feishuang walked past her, Yuluan heard her mutter: “Damn it, old lady is jealous too.”
“General!” Yuluan gasped in surprise.
Xue Feishuang glared at her.
Meanwhile, Zhang Yang felt the Qi surging within him and was filled with joy. This was power.
“Junior brother, cultivation requires staying humble and avoiding impatience. You must...” Xue Feishuang tried to preach the common taboos of cultivation, but found she couldn’t quite bring herself to finish. She abruptly changed the subject, “Nevermind. Here, this is ‘Diamond Dragon Strength’.”
She handed him a slightly yellowed, tattered book.
Zhang Yang took it and began flipping through it.
Diamond Dragon Strength differed from other martial arts techniques.
Other techniques always emphasized skill, explosive power, weapon application, palm strikes, fist techniques, finger techniques, and so on. However, Diamond Dragon Strength channeled one’s own Qi to unleash extraordinary power. It could unleash a strike equal to the strength of a Diamond Dragon. Moreover, when executing it, the user’s body would be as hard as diamond, immensely resilient. Therefore, this technique was incredibly powerful, yet exceedingly difficult to cultivate.
“General, brilliant,” Yuluan leaned in with a mischievous grin. “Don’t tell him about the challenges in cultivating Diamond Dragon Strength. Don’t tell him how to practice it properly. And definitely don’t tell him about the unique aspects of this technique. Let him figure it out on his own. Even with his sky-high talent, since his understanding of martial arts is almost zero, there’s no way he’ll master it easily. That way, he’ll learn that martial arts cultivation isn’t so straightforward, and it should curb any arrogance he might get.”
Xue Feishuang patted Yuluan’s shoulder with satisfaction. This personal attendant truly understood her thoughts best.
“Junior brother, are you finding it a bit puzzling?” Xue Feishuang asked with a smile.
Zhang Yang furrowed his brow.
Xue Feishuang said, “This technique is profound and elusive. Finding it hard to grasp is perfectly normal.”
Zhang Yang looked through the book one more time, his face full of perplexity.
“Junior brother? If you have any questions, ask your senior sister. Although I haven’t cultivated this technique myself, I have studied it and know how it might be cultivated more easily,” Xue Feishuang offered.
Zhang Yang shook his head. He walked over to a mountain stone about two meters tall and placed his hand on its side.
Then, to the astonishment of Xue Feishuang and Yuluan, Zhang Yang’s hand rapidly enlarged, muscles bulging, its surface shimmering with a touch of gold. With a forceful push, the stone—half of which was buried over half a meter underground and about two meters visible above ground—suddenly flew off the ground. It cut through the air with a screaming whistle, sailed over the Yanluo River, and crashed onto the opposite bank, smashing six or seven wolves and sending them flying into the sky.
The scene left everyone dumbstruck, eyes wide and unblinking.
Zhang Yang looked at his hand, puzzled. “This is Diamond Dragon Strength? It was this simple? Got it at one glance?”
Silence hung over the south bank of the Yanluo River. On the north bank, the wolves howled.
“General, I... I must be dreaming. Yes, definitely dreaming,” Yuluan stammered.
Xue Feishuang reached out and pinched her hard on the waist.
“Ah!”
Yuluan cried out in pain.
Xue Feishuang muttered, "It’s not a dream, it’s real."
Successively provoked, Xue Feishuang decided to temporarily stop teaching Zhang Yang other martial arts techniques. She feared he might learn too quickly and become arrogant; of course, there was also a part of her that didn’t want to be provoked again.
After unleashing Diamond Dragon Strength, Zhang Yang was ecstatic. He immediately began playfully hurling boulders across the riverbank. In his excitement, he seized a pharaoh tree half a meter thick, uprooted it from the ground, and flung it across the river. His actions drew many startled sidelong glances.
Yuluan mumbled under her breath, "Freak!"
A short while later, Zhang Yang stopped abruptly, his nose twitching.
Now, Xue Feishuang regarded him with more than just respect. She quickly asked, "Junior brother, what’s wrong?"
"I smell something," Zhang Yang sniffed the air, taking two steps forward. "It’s coming from the opposite bank."
Xue Feishuang inhaled deeply but could only detect the pungent odor of the wolves.
"It’s faint and a bit like orchid," Zhang Yang said.
"Orchid fragrance?" Xue Feishuang paused thoughtfully before her expression shifted. "Oh no! It’s Ghost Wolf Flower!"
She rushed forward to the riverbank, scanning carefully.
Soon, she spotted that behind the wolf pack, several wolves' eyes were turning crimson. Their bodies swelled, emitting savage snarls.
"The scent of Ghost Wolf Flower drives these wolves into a mad frenzy. They become more vicious and their strength surges—enough to leap over Yanluo River!" Xue Feishuang issued a sharp command, "Leave now!"
She immediately led her group upstream along the river’s southern shore.
Watching the scene unfold and seeing Zhang Yang running ahead at lightning speed, Yuluan sighed, "Vision, hearing, speed, strength, physique, talent, perception, smell—absolutely superhuman in every way! He doesn’t seem like a person at all; more like a monster!"
Though they no longer blocked the crossing, only a sparse number of wolves managed to leap the river, and catching up to their party proved difficult. In half a day’s time, they had completely shaken off the pursuing wolves.
However, according to Xue Feishuang, skirting the far bank would add delays.
When Zhang Yang asked their destination, he learned this senior sister was actually contending for a noble title.
Under the Great Xia Empire’s rules, there were only seventy-two martial lord titles—these could decrease but not increase. One vacancy had recently opened. Both Xue Feishuang and Yun Liuhuo of the Yun family were competing. After drawing lots, Xue Feishuang’s task was to eliminate the Blood Fox thieves wreaking havoc in this region within ten days. Yun Liuhuo drew the challenge of hunting down the infamous lone thief Night Stalker alone within the same deadline.
Whoever completed their mission first would claim the martial lordship.
Now, this title battle had only just begun.
"It must be Yun Dongji! The Yun brothers—Yun Liuhuo is aggressive, but that Yun Dongji? Though weak in martial arts, he’s cunning to the bone. He’s been plotting openly to make the Yun family yield double title holders," Yuluan spat through gritted teeth.
"Double title holders?" Zhang Yang questioned.
Yuluan explained, "The brothers’ father is one of the seventy-two martial lords."
"What is a martial lord?" Zhang Yang inquired.
"A martial lord is one ennobled for mastery of martial arts," Yuluan patiently clarified.
Along the journey, Xue Feishuang also patiently imparted various martial arts principles to Zhang Yang.
She had recognized it—she’d essentially taken a monster as her master’s disciple. Teaching him wholeheartedly was essential.
After half a day, they reached a stream to water the horses and restore their strength.
Seeing Zhang Yang persistently travel on foot, Xue Feishuang felt it impractical. She personally scouted outside to find him a suitable mount.
Soon, she returned riding a sturdy bull with deep blue hide.
"This is an Ironback Blue Bull," she explained to Zhang Yang. "Not only swift and incredibly enduring, it possesses considerable combat power too. A level-two spiritual beast—equivalent to our Dust Washing realm—it’ll suit you well as a mount for now."
Zhang Yang was thrilled. He’d never ridden a spiritual beast before.
Xue Feishuang encouraged him, "Place a drop of your blood between the bull’s eyes. I’ll forge a Blood Contract that’s yours to dissolve at will. This lets you command the bull completely and ensures its absolute obedience. More importantly, if your bloodline is potent enough, the single drop forming this bond may even grant the bull some evolutionary changes."
Yuluan handed Zhang Yang a dagger, eager to witness the power of his bloodline.
Zhang Yang pricked his left index finger with the dagger and let one crimson drop fall between the Ironback Blue Bull’s eyes.
As the blood descended, Xue Feishuang extended her right index finger, a faint glow emanating from its tip. She touched the falling droplet and swiftly traced her finger in the air. Using the blood, she painted a slightly intricate pattern, then pressed it firmly toward the bull’s head. Instantly, the blood pattern vanished inward.
In the next moment, Zhang Yang sensed a subtle connection linking him to the Ironback Blue Bull.
Xue Feishuang, Yuluan, and the others fixed their gaze intently on the Ironback Blue Bull, waiting to see what changes might emerge.
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“Pop pop pop...”
A popping sound like beans crackling came from within the Ironback Blue Bull.
With the naked eye, everyone could see that the Ironback Blue Bull's body had noticeably grown a size larger.
Its steel-like, blue oxhide skin faintly glowed with a weak blue light.
Afterward, everyone was surprised to discover that this wisp of blue light gathered toward the bull’s head like flowing water.
In the end, only the bull’s head was wreathed in blue light, with no shimmer elsewhere.
“Heh, it turns out our Monster Zhang isn’t outstanding in every way after all.” Yuluan laughed with relief.
“I thought you were super amazing in every aspect.”
Zhang Yang blinked and said, “What do you mean?”
Yuluan explained, “I’ll tell you, the Blood Contract is wonderful because of the power of this one drop of blood.
If your bloodline is strong enough, given the Ironback Blue Bull’s potential and qualifications, it would bring about a tremendous transformation.
Even if you had a qilin bloodline, it might turn into half a qilin, possessing at least a qilin bone structure.
Now, it only underwent a slight physical change, mostly focused on the head, which shows that your bloodline is relatively ordinary.
Basically, it just slightly changed the physique, primarily enhancing the Ironback Blue Bull’s intelligence.
Hmm, judging by this, perhaps the Ironback Blue Bull will gain the ability to understand human speech directly or even express its inner emotions.
But that’s nothing; ordinary people’s Blood Contracts can do that.”
“Oh.”
Zhang Yang didn’t mind at all.
For him, to have a good enough monstrous beast as a mount was already great.
His heart had just moved beyond the idea of finding a master merely to eat and drink his fill.
Other thoughts had only just emerged; he hadn’t yet built up a belief in martial arts.
Thus, his demands weren’t that high.
“Junior brother, don’t be disheartened,” Xue Feishuang reassured him.
“That it’s still improving the bull’s intelligence now shows that your bloodline isn’t simple either.”
Zhang Yang nodded.
After quite a while, the blue light on the Ironback Blue Bull’s head finally faded.
Looking again at the Ironback Blue Bull, its appearance hadn’t changed, but its pair of eyes were full of spirit, completely looking as if it had become enlightened.
It gazed around, finally fixing its eyes on Zhang Yang, intentionally rubbed its head against his hand, and emitted a low sound.
Zhang Yang could faintly understand its meaning.
He couldn’t help but marvel at the profound wonder of the Blood Contract.
His desire for martial arts deepened a little more.
Next, he rode the Ironback Blue Bull around the area, experiencing the sensation of riding a monstrous beast.
Seeing his fresh and curious demeanor, Xue Feishuang couldn’t help but smile; no matter how she looked, this junior brother seemed a bit simple-minded.
“Yuluan.”
“General, what are your orders?”
Yuluan came closer.
Xue Feishuang said, “From the earlier wolf attack, it’s clear someone doesn’t want me to earn my title.
They’re bound to obstruct again.
That’s not much of a problem.
What worries me is that the Blood Fox thieves are cunning.
If someone informs them that my title battle involves eliminating them, and they choose to flee, then it would be almost impossible to wipe them out within ten days.
So, I want you to set off immediately, go to the Blood Fox thieves’ base at the fastest speed, and keep an eye on them secretly, reporting back to me at any time.
Meanwhile, I’ll slow down my pace for half a day to deceive them.”
“General, rest assured.
This matter is on me.”
Yuluan patted her chest as a guarantee.
Xue Feishuang trusted Yuluan’s abilities very much.
Yuluan tidied up a bit and prepared to leave.
Seeing Zhang Yang trotting over on the Ironback Blue Bull,
she laughed and said, “General, how about letting Monster Zhang come too?
To give him some experience along the way.
His hearing, sight, and smell are all extraordinary; he could help me at critical moments.”
Xue Feishuang pondered and said, “Alright, but you must take good care of him.”
Yuluan was overjoyed and immediately waved to call Zhang Yang over.
Zhang Yang rode the Ironback Blue Bull close by.
After Yuluan explained the purpose, Zhang Yang was also full of joy.
He was now increasingly eager for martial arts and even more for experiencing new things he’d never encountered before.
Xue Feishuang specifically instructed Zhang Yang to prioritize his own safety; he didn’t need to worry about other things.
When it was time to set out, Yuluan said, “Monster, want to race?
Let’s see if your bull is faster or my horse is quicker.”
"Alright." Zhang Yang readily agreed. He had never galloped wildly on a beast before and had long wanted to experience it.
The ox and the horse stood side by side, each bearing their rider.
Yuluan said, "I'll count to three, then we start."
Zhang Yang nodded, looking ahead with great anticipation.
Yuluan secretly smiled, discreetly placing her right hand on her mount's back. A surge of elemental energy flowed into her steed.
This sight caused Xue Feishuang to shake her head with a hidden laugh. This Yuluan was actually cheating, using her power to enhance her mount, easily doubling its speed. If she went all out, she could triple it or even quintuple it.
She didn't expose it but watched with great interest.
"One!"
"Two!"
"Three!" Yuluan yelled the count, then suddenly shouted, "Go!"
Even as her voice still echoed, a figure shot out ahead.
Exclamations rose by the riverside.
Xue Feishuang stared in astonishment at the Ironback Blue Bull that had shot into a commanding lead right from the start and was about to disappear in the blink of an eye. She glanced back at the white horse, its speed already far exceeding normal thanks to blatant cheating, yet it had been instantly left behind by nearly ten meters. To her ears came Yuluan's sharp cry.
"So the Ironback Blue Bull's constitution has also been improved... and to such a startling degree."
"The bloodline is this freakish too? Junior Brother, ah Junior Brother, what kind of a monster are you?"
Zhang Yang, caught up in the wild charge, glanced back a couple of times at first. He noticed Yuluan pressing her hand to her horse's back, clearly intent on overtaking him.
Later, he became completely immersed in the exhilarating sensation of galloping on a beast, ignoring whoever was behind him. He raced wildly for over half an hour until the blue ox grew weary and finally stopped.
Behind him was long since empty, with no trace left of Yuluan.
"Let's find a place to rest and wait for Sister Yuluan."
Zhang Yang muttered to himself. He led the ox to a place with lush water plants, letting it graze and drink. He felt not the slightest bit tired; on the contrary, he was exceptionally energized.
Today's experiences were unlike anything he'd ever encountered in his life. They stirred an indescribable thrill and excitement.
He was also aware that this change within him was almost certainly related to the lightning strike.
This, however, he hadn't mentioned to anyone – instinctive self-preservation.
In truth, Zhang Yang was a simple person, but no fool. He knew what to do and what not to do.
He found a large rock to lie down on, his hands behind his head and one leg crossed over the other, pondering the insights into martial arts that Xue Feishuang had explained to him along the way.
One point specifically, Xue Feishuang had urged him to grasp himself.
It hinged on a single word.
Contention!
Xue Feishuang had said: "Martial arts is a hundred boats vying in the current, a thousand troops and horses crossing a single-log bridge. If you don't understand 'contention', you will achieve nothing. But if you contend too fiercely, disasters await. How exactly to 'contend'? That's for you to figure out."
Zhang Yang was figuring it out. The more he pondered this word, the more profound it seemed, until he had unwittingly become lost in thought.
He didn't know how much time had passed when he finally emerged from his contemplation. Remembering Yuluan, he climbed to a higher vantage point to look back along the path. Still no sign of her, which he found rather amusing.
"Mooo~~"
The blue ox let out a low bellow.
Zhang Yang could vaguely discern its meaning. Following the sound of its gaze, he looked northwest and saw six or seven people locked in combat. The one running fastest held an item, pursued by the rest.
"Give it up!"
"You can't escape! Put it down now or lose your life!"
The pursuers brandished swords and knives, their auras fierce.
Zhang Yang narrowed his eyes. Despite the distance, he could see the object in the leading runner's hand clearly and unmistakably.
It was a palm-sized token. One side bore the character 'Order' (令), while the other was engraved with a vividly rendered giant elephant.
"These people seem to be fighting individually, each wanting that giant elephant token." Zhang Yang observed carefully and grasped the situation.
They were heading directly towards Zhang Yang.
The token bearer was repeatedly attacked from behind, rapidly draining his stamina. His movements slowed slightly. A young man seized the chance, leaping up and delivering a powerful kick to his waist. The kick sent him flying backward, and the token flew from his grasp, landing on the ground a mere two meters in front of Zhang Yang.
Zhang Yang stepped forward and picked up the token.
"Kid, give me the Giant Elephant Token!"
"That's my token! Hand it over, or I'll gut you!"
"Give it to me now! Or face the consequences!"
The group snarled and threatened, demanding the token.
Zhang Yang watched them all charging towards him. A twinge of nervousness struck him. He shuddered and threw it away.
The group, not expecting this, frantically scrambled after the flying token. The pull of the Giant Elephant Token was evidently too strong for them.
Once they were gone, Zhang Yang slipped his left hand out of his sleeve. Held within it was unmistakably the Giant Elephant Token.
"Let's go."
He leaped onto the blue ox. The beast immediately broke into a gallop, disappearing in a puff of dust.
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The Ironback Blue Bull was running, and Zhang Yang was examining the giant elephant token.
After flipping it over more than ten times, he still couldn't see anything special; at most, the vividly carved giant elephant seemed like it was about to step out of the token, vaguely hinting that something was hidden within.
He hadn't found anything concrete on the giant elephant token, but the Ironback Blue Bull stopped running and was tilting its head, squinting its eyes, and twisting its mouth to look at him.
"Brother Bull, I feel like you're ridiculing me," Zhang Yang said. The connection between Zhang Yang and the Ironback Blue Bull due to the Blood Contract was still quite close, and he could sense its emotions very clearly.
The Ironback Blue Bull nodded.
Zhang Yang's mouth twitched; he was actually ridiculed by a bull.
Then, the Ironback Blue Bull shook its body, threw Zhang Yang off, raised its left front leg, lowered its head to bite and wound it, and dripped blood onto the giant elephant token.
Both Zhang Yang and the Ironback Blue Bull widened their eyes and stared.
A moment later, the giant elephant token showed no sign of movement.
"Brother Bull, you really are experienced," Zhang Yang laughed loudly.
Crack!
Unexpectedly, the Ironback Blue Bull bit his hand.
Zhang Yang cried out in pain, and then it bit his sleeve, pulled his hand to the giant elephant token, and made him drip blood.
As the blood landed on the giant elephant token, a low roar came as if from a distant, ancient time.
A streak of blue light emerged from the vividly carved giant elephant and plunged directly into Zhang Yang's body.
The next moment, Zhang Yang felt his entire bloodline boiling intensely, like immense rivers surging, and even seemed to hear faint thunderous sounds.
He thought he was about to gain a wonderous opportunity, but then a scream full of fear sounded, and that wisp of blue light actually escaped from his body and rammed straight into the Ironback Blue Bull.
After that, a sound of bloodline turmoil came from within the Ironback Blue Bull, and it let out agonizing roars as it dashed wildly forward.
Crash! Crash! Crash!...
Ahead were trees and stones; everything it collided with shattered instantly, without exception.
In the blink of an eye, the Ironback Blue Bull ran out of sight.
Zhang Yang could feel the Ironback Blue Bull's pain and ecstasy through the Blood Contract.
The Ironback Blue Bull was improving its bloodline.
According to Xue Feishuang's words, the Blood Contract formed by his drop of blood had laid a foundation for it, so now the blue light from the giant elephant token was beginning to elevate it.
But Zhang Yang couldn't understand why the blue light from the giant elephant token feared him.
"Could something be hiding inside my body?"
"Otherwise, why would it be scared?"
He felt a bit baffled.
This reminded him of that crimson red lightning that had chased
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