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"To cultivate to such a profound stage within two hundred thousand years, he is considered a rare prodigy indeed."
In a dim, empty void, Duobao Daoist sat in lotus position. His eyes flickered, alternately bright and dim, while his aura waxed and waned; he had been wounded by Dao King. Dao King’s strength had already surpassed that of an Emperor Venerable, bordering between an Emperor Venerable and a true immortal, making him arguably the most formidable figure in the lower realms.
"The Enlightenment Tree is truly marvelous," Duobao Daoist uttered, shaking his head with a sigh.
Nurtured within Dao King’s Purple Palace was an Enlightenment Tree. This was known to Withered Wood Daoist and also to Duobao Daoist. Though not comparable to Nangong Zhandao’s Ziwei Spirit Root, the Enlightenment Tree was nonetheless one of the supreme treasures born of heaven and earth. As its name implied, it could aid one in continuous enlightenment.
"Those blessed by fortune truly are monsters," Duobao Daoist murmured.
The last time, within the Return to the Ruins, he had encountered Nangong Zhandao, another freak of nature. Though Dao King might not be his equal, he too was a monster. To slay his master to seize power—this was not an act an ordinary person was capable of.
"Now, with the Yuan Realm undergoing a great change, I fear he intends to leverage this transformation to break through and attain immortality. Should that moment arrive, he will become even more difficult to deal with," Duobao Daoist mused, his eyes profound.
Several breaths later, Duobao Daoist’s aura returned to its former stability. He rose and walked out of the dim space. In a single step, he crossed the Sea of All Realms and appeared upon the land of the Yuan Realm.
Duobao Daoist extended his perception into the heavens and earth, sensing the changes in the Yuan Realm’s rules.
"The speed is accelerating," he remarked with a strange expression. "The Emperor's seal constantly loosens; fragments of rules fuse with the Yuan Realm's own rules. Who knows what bizarre events might be born when the seal is finally lifted?"
"Heh heh..." Duobao Daoist’s laugh was peculiarly odd. "Pressured for millions of years, the seal is finally on the verge of rupturing. This era shall witness another intense contest—yet who shall ultimately have the last laugh?" He took a step forward. As space contracted beneath him, all scenery transformed instantly. Within a few strides, he tread upon the lands of the Southern Wilderness, heading in the direction of the Heaven's Secret Pavilion.
A short while later, Duobao Daoist descended upon Linglong City.
His gaze briefly glanced across the stage of the Hidden Dragon Gathering before he paid it no further attention. Melding into the crowd, he arrived outside the Heaven's Secret Pavilion.
Duobao Daoist stared at the pavilion, his expression growing increasingly peculiar. "My goodness," he uttered. "To think such an extraordinary place could exist within the lower realms! How truly strange." The Heaven's Secret Pavilion did not exist within the current world. Transcending the Yuan Realm's rules, it formed a world unto itself—truly a place beyond the mundane.
Duobao Daoist prided himself on having seen much of the world, yet even in the upper realms, he had scarcely encountered a single existence like the Heaven's Secret Pavilion. The Gate of All Mysteries might perhaps be tentatively considered one.
He entered the pavilion. Before his eyes sat a strikingly handsome youth with rosy lips and fair teeth. The youth lounged lazily in a grand armchair, one hand holding a teacup, the other a book—the picture of leisurely ease. Even as Duobao Daoist stepped inside, Ye Xu continued reading his book, seemingly with no intention of receiving his visitor.
"Senior, a guest has arrived."
Ye Xian'er walked over, looked at Duobao Daoist, and said, "Monk, please sit down first."
"Amitābha, thank you, lady benefactor," Duobao Daoist thanked and sat at the table.
"Huh..." Ye Xian'er was stunned. "You monk are so strange—on one hand saying Amitābha, on the other calling me a layman. Isn't that a term for people from Taoism?"
"Boundless Celestial Lord, Buddhism is Taoism, and Taoism is Buddhism," answered Duobao Daoist.
"All the world's myriad methods return to the same end; there is no division between Taoism and Buddhism." Ye Xian'er was utterly confused.
What Duobao Daoist said was too profound; she did not understand a single bit.
"Insightful," Ye Xu said lightly as he put down the book.
"Presumably, sir, you are the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion?" Duobao Daoist's gaze fell on Ye Xu.
Ye Xu nodded.
Staring at Duobao Daoist, he frowned slightly. Duobao Daoist's information, like Lin Qianmo's, actually prevented him from seeing through everything fully.
"Interesting," Ye Xu smiled faintly. Lin Qianmo's origin, he already had some guesses about, and Duobao Daoist's origin was likely even more mysterious than Lin Qianmo's.
After all, he was a man who knew about the seal of Godfall Ridge and knew the Son of Heaven of the Purple Star Heavenly Court. Although his mind held no records of deeper secrets, just this made Duobao Daoist surpass Lin Qianmo by a notch.
Ye Xu was amazed, and Duobao Daoist was shocked too.
He was very accomplished in the art of calculations.
But when applied to Ye Xu, he only got question marks.
"Boundless Celestial Lord, is there really such a powerful person in this world?" Duobao Daoist was baffled.
His art of calculations was extremely advanced—for instance, when Withered Wood Daoist encountered disaster, he detected it instantly, and he could deduce Dao King's whereabouts.
However, with Ye Xu, it all failed completely.
"Duobao Daoist friend, I know you," Ye Xu spoke first. "Decades ago, you stole the corpse of the previous Holy Mother Palace's Palace Master, and it caused the Holy Mother Palace to hunt you down nonstop until now."
"In this lifetime, you've been obsessed with tomb raiding. Who knows how many forces' ancestral graves you've dug up, yet you remain free to this day? Your abilities are strong."
Ye Xian'er felt a shiver.
So he was a grave robber, no wonder he looked so shifty.
"You flatter me, benefactor."
Exposed, Duobao Daoist flushed slightly with embarrassment. "Cultivation grows too dull. This humble Daoist simply sought some amusement."
"So you went digging up people's ancestral graves?" Ye Xian'er said contemptuously.
"......"
Duobao Daoist couldn't be bothered to explain.
His expression turned serious. "Benefactor, was it you who revealed Withered Wood's whereabouts?"
"It was."
Ye Xu showed no surprise, replying calmly. "Di Wuyou sought a transaction with me. He offered a worthy price, so naturally I provided the information he desired."
"Do you realize you caused the death of this humble Daoist's only disciple?" Duobao Daoist's face instantly turned icy, his eyes seeming like they could devour a person. "Not only that, Di Wuyou slaughtered the entire Withered Wood Sect, top to bottom—nineteen thousand disciples in all. Nineteen thousand lives!"
Ye Xu visibly jolted.
This outcome, however, lay within his expectations. Given Dao King's ruthless and merciless nature, having dared to murder his own master, total annihilation was inevitable.
"So, Daoist friend, you’ve come to settle accounts today?" Ye Xu asked solemnly.
Duobao Daoist gave a self-mocking smile.
Upon learning of the tragedy, that thought had indeed crossed his mind.
Yet, the moment Duobao Daoist laid eyes on Heaven's Secret Pavilion, he understood. Seeking revenge against this place in his current state was nothing short of a delusion.
He had long fallen from grace, unable even to handle a single Di Wuyou—how could he contend with Heaven's Secret Pavilion?
Duobao Daoist clasped his hands together, expressionless. "You overestimate this humble Daoist, benefactor."
"Daoist friend," Ye Xu said, "knowing of Heaven's Secret Pavilion's existence, you should comprehend its principle. I deal only in business." He continued, "If you can meet the price, I can provide the information." He paused meaningfully. "Don't you wish to know her whereabouts?"
Whoosh!
Instantly, Duobao Daoist stood up abruptly as if all his fur stood on end. His face fluctuated violently, his gaze fixed fiercely on Ye Xu.
Ye Xian'er was startled by his sudden change.
Ye Xu, however, remained utterly composed.
Stirring the tea leaves with the cup lid, Ye Xu took a gentle sip, speaking matter-of-factly. "For over thirty thousand years, you've dug up graves and looted tombs—wasn't it all in search of her?"
This truth, buried deep in Duobao Daoist's memories, haunted his thoughts day and night.
The moment he stepped into Heaven's Secret Pavilion, it lay open before Ye Xu.
Duobao Daoist slowly calmed himself, sitting back down as if deep in contemplation.
"For thirty thousand years," Ye Xu continued at a steady pace, "you’ve scoured the tombs of the Mysterious Realm, the Star Realm, the Shadow Realm, and the Spirit Realm. Yet her trace remains elusive. How many more millennia do you believe it will take, relying solely on your own efforts?"
"That is hardly your concern, Daoist friend," Duobao Daoist retorted coldly with a snort. Standing up once more, he turned towards the exit of Heaven's Secret Pavilion.
"May we all be blessed with longevity though miles apart,
Sharing the moon's beauty, a thousand miles afar..."
Ye Xu recited slowly.
"Senior!" Ye Xian'er gasped, admiration in her eyes. "You compose poetry too?"
"It’s not my work,"
"just... a sentiment stirred by the moment," Ye Xu murmured.
Duobao Daoist froze mid-step.
He whipped his head around, inner turmoil plain on his face.
Ye Xu's insight made him believe the man held the answer to his burning question.
Yet, Ye Xu remained partly responsible for Withered Wood Daoist's death.
"The death of Withered Wood Daoist was ordained by fate, a tribulation he was destined to face," Ye Xu stated with indifference. "Even you knew Di Wuyou was his calamity. Why didn't you spirit him far away?"
Duobao Daoist trembled slightly.
There was truth in Ye Xu's words.
He had foreseen Withered Wood Daoist's calamity, stemming from Di Wuyou. Yet, for various reasons, he had left Withered Wood residing in the Shadow Realm, exposing him to that very disaster.
Perhaps it truly was preordained by the heavens.
As he wrestled with these thoughts, Ye Xu's voice reached him.
"If you persist in dwelling on this matter, Daoist friend, then you may leave Heaven's Secret Pavilion now."
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"When after forty-nine days, the seal on Godfall Ridge lifts, poor me will come to visit."
Duobao Daoist left a sentence and, without turning back, departed Heaven's Secret Pavilion.
"Weirdo."
Ye Xian'er's eyes were confused; since he wanted to know the answer, why wait until after forty-nine days?
"Senior, how did he know that the seal on Godfall Ridge would lift in forty-nine days?"
Suddenly, Ye Xian'er thought of something.
"This Taoist has great abilities, probably someone who faced misfortune from above," Ye Xu said with a smile.
"Senior, so you don't know his background?"
Ye Xian'er was startled; in her mind, Ye Xu was an all-powerful person.
"I know, yet I don't know."
Ye Xu wasn't concerned.
If he really wanted to find out, he could immediately uncover Duobao Daoist's entire background; that over ten million heavenly secrets points were no joke.
"..."
Ye Xian'er's mind went blank; she couldn't understand.
"Could it be that great masters always speak so mysteriously?"
In the evening, Yang Xuanzhan returned to report, bringing back treasures worth two million heavenly secrets points once more.
"You've done well."
Ye Xu looked at Yang Xuanzhan and said, "Do you have anything you desire?"
"If the master rewards me, it's fortune for this servant; how could I dare to ask for more?" Yang Xuanzhan knelt on the ground, saying with reverence.
"You don't need to be so reserved."
Ye Xu said, "In Heaven's Secret Pavilion, we don't do things like Xuanfu Palace."
Yang Xuanzhan thought for a moment and said, "This servant wants the method for the Saint King level of the Nine Revolutions Nirvana Sutra."
"I've long had it prepared for you."
Ye Xu swept his long sleeve, and a jade slip flew toward Yang Xuanzhan.
Yang Xuanzhan's expression brightened with joy; he took the jade slip and saw it was the complete version of the Nine Revolutions Nirvana Sutra.
Moreover, every key cultivation point had been fully analyzed by Ye Xu, with explanations and clarifications to make it easier for Yang Xuanzhan to understand and grasp.
It was extremely thorough.
"This servant deeply thanks the master for the generous gift."
Yang Xuanzhan was exhilarated; as long as he mastered the information in the jade slip, cultivating to the Great Emperor realm would face almost no obstacles.
Choosing Heaven's Secret Pavilion was truly the wisest decision of his life.
With his talent, without fortunes or opportunities, he could only achieve at most the Saint King level or the great sage level, but Ye Xu gave him the hope of attaining the Dao.
"Do well, and I won't treat you unfairly," Ye Xu said with a laugh.
"I understand, sir," Yang Xuanzhan replied, his expression devout.
The next day.
The Hidden Dragon Gathering officially began.
The entire Linglong City was packed with people, dense layers inside and out, filling nearly every corner of the city, with crowds surging at a glance.
And on the massive stage, it was divided into two parts.
One was the battle platform, and the other was the viewing platform.
Those who could enter the Hidden Dragon Gathering stage were all outstanding talents, powerful and influential individuals.
A disheveled figure rushed into the Hidden Dragon Gathering at the last moment.
"Stop," the City Lord's guard said, eyeing the person vigilantly. "Who are you? To enter the Hidden Dragon Gathering, you must have a token issued by Heaven's Secret Pavilion.
If not, you cannot enter."
"Here is the token," at this moment, Meng Feixian approached, tossing a token to the guard. She looked at Qi Wuhen with a flicker of sympathy in her eyes. "Have these past days been rough?"
"Sister Meng..." Qi Wuhen choked back a sob.
He had been confined in the Demon Suppression Cave for seven days, each day scheming and battling evil spirits head-on. After the seven days, he became emaciated, barely recognizable as his former self. In one word: miserable!
"If you fail to restrain yourself in the future, you'll face the same fate again," Meng Feixian added.
"I won't dare ever again," Qi Wuhen stammered, his whole body shivering coldly now at the thought of Ye Xu, clearly having suffered terribly.
"Go in."
The two entered the Hidden Dragon Gathering.
Yang Xuanzhan stood at the center, the focus of all eyes.
He scanned the crowd, used his magic power, and various treasures flew out, hovering in mid-air.
"Could this be the reward for the top twenty?" a woman at the saint level asked in a soft tone.
"Exactly," Yang Xuanzhan nodded.
"These are the treasures my Heaven's Secret Pavilion brought out to reward the top twenty outstanding talents; they include divine weapons, techniques, pills, and rare treasures.
You can freely select these items in order of ranking."
Then, Yang Xuanzhan introduced the origins of the treasures to the crowd one by one.
The eyes of the gathering lingered on each divine weapon, their expressions visibly stirred.
Though the divine weapons presented by Heaven's Secret Pavilion were only sacred artifacts, they indisputably stood as the most supreme in the Yuan Realm, each brimming with profound mysteries.
After all, an eminent institution like Heaven's Secret Pavilion would never resort to passing off shoddy imitations.
"It seems the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion spared no expense," Lin Qianmo remarked with a light laugh as she gazed at the treasures floating in the air.
Lan Youruo couldn't stifle her own laughter either.
That esteemed senior valued wealth like his own life; compelling him to produce such treasures must have felt akin to cutting his own flesh with a knife. She could vividly imagine Ye Xu’s expression.
"Indeed an exceptional extravagance," Lian Jiuyou solemnly stated.
"That particular technique manual represents half of a classic of the immortal path. Across the entire Yuan Realm, the Heaven’s Secret Pavilion is likely the only power capable of such a feat."
"Quite convincing," Ao Bing and Yue Ruyi both nodded in agreement.
Seated beside these figures, the City Lord of Linglong felt a mixture of restless anxiety and irrepressible astonishment.
A mere city lord like himself was actually sharing a table with the leaders and sect masters of the Yuan Realm's most formidable powers – what an extraordinary distinction.
"That Bodhi tree is also remarkable," Bu Linglong declared, her gaze fixed fervently on the tree.
"If I could obtain it, I'd surely advance to the Saint King level within a year."
"Not easy," countered the young man in linen. "The rewards from Heaven's Secret Pavilion correspond directly to our strength. That Bodhi tree ranks among the top three treasures here."
He added, "Senior sister, attaining the tree requires placing in the top three of the Hidden Dragon Gathering."
"Are you implying I lack the qualification?" A flicker of anger rose in Bu Linglong’s eyes.
"I merely state the truth," the young man in linen replied.
"Prove your qualification through strength," the Dao King intoned dispassionately.
"Yes, Dao King," Bu Linglong paled slightly and answered respectfully.
She revered the Dao King every bit as much as she feared Xiao Ni. It was precisely this deference that had kept her silent when Xiao Ni failed to appear as promised.
Boom!
Suddenly, a streak of divine light crashed onto the battle platform.
The figure that landed, however, was no young genius. It was a grotesquely ugly man, his face thickly bearded, his voice coarse and grating.
Peak quasi-emperor might erupted from him, pressing down directly onto Yang Xuanzhan, causing his body to crack audibly under the pressure.
"Esteemed senior, what is the purpose of this?!" Yang Xuanzhan managed.
Yang Xuanzhan's face darkened.
Could this man actually intend to act against him right here?
"After all this dawdling, the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion still won't show his face. How long does he expect me to wait?" The bearded man glared fiercely. "If he doesn't come out soon, I'll swallow you whole!"
Sweat poured down Yang Xuanzhan's back.
The man before him radiated overwhelming murderous intent—clearly not someone to be trifled with. That threat was all too plausible.
"Sect Master, what does this man mean by his actions?" Bu Linglong asked, perplexed.
Given Heaven's Secret Pavilion's formidable reputation, how dare he stick his neck out so deliberately?
"Most likely a death wish."
Dao King replied coldly.
In his view, Ye Xu was nothing but a swindler. His words couldn't be trusted entirely.
Yet neither could they be wholly dismissed.
Since this bearded man volunteered to probe Heaven's Secret Pavilion, Dao King was content to watch.
If Heaven's Secret Pavilion failed to subdue even this fool, then the price he himself once paid within its walls might yet be reclaimed.
"That fellow is doomed."
Ao Bing and Lian Jiuyou observed the scene like spectators at a show.
Those reckless enough to stir trouble within Linglong City rarely escaped unscathed. Having witnessed such precedents, how dare these fools still act so brazenly? They truly deserved death.
Representatives from the Mysterious Realm, Spirit Realm, Shadow Realm, and other powers watched silently, exchanging knowing smiles.
The bearded man hailed from the Mystic Law Sect of the Mysterious Realm.
The Mystic Law Sect was a demon sect—notorious, chaotic, and despised.
This man clearly intended to provoke chaos at the Hidden Dragon Gathering, testing Heaven's Secret Pavilion's limits.
And so, the crowd welcomed the spectacle.
If Heaven's Secret Pavilion failed to handle him, it would prove nothing but a paper tiger, unworthy of the realms' collective reverence.
"Some no-name Heaven's Secret Pavilion—never even heard of it! What right does it have to preside over this so-called Hidden Dragon Gathering?"
The bearded man cackled strangely. "Since you still won't show yourself... I guess I'll just gobble him up."
"Haven't tasted flesh in three days. The scent of human flesh makes my mouth water."
"Boy... come fill your grandpa's belly!"
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"Those who oppose the Heaven's Secret Pavilion never meet a good end."
Though Yang Xuanzhan was terrified to the extreme, his expression remained resolute, without a trace of retreat.
He trusted Ye Xu.
"Boom!"
The bearded man let out a strange roar. His head transformed into that of Ox-Head, demonic energy raged to the skies. He opened his dreadfully large mouth, revealing an infinite mixture of resentment and killing intent, as if a hell had opened up.
He aimed to swallow Yang Xuanzhan whole.
"Sister, should we not intervene?" Lan Youruo gently furrowed her delicate brows.
Lin Qianmo remained silent; her attitude made her position clear.
"Daoist Friend Lan, this man seeks death himself, why trouble ourselves?" Ao Bing said dismissively. First there was the Sword Servant of the True Martial God Sect, then Great Emperor Xiang Liu, and yet there were still those who questioned the Heaven's Secret Pavilion.
If this was the case, then only their lives could serve as proof.
Dao King wore a peculiar smile.
One breath passed, yet the bearded man remained frozen, mouth agape, countless wailing vengeful spirits trapped within, utterly still.
A single drop of sweat rolled down Yang Xuanzhan's forehead; his palms were drenched.
"Interesting."
An ethereal, distant voice sounded. Ye Xu appeared on the platform. Standing with hands clasped behind his back, his eyes, vast and profound as the starry sky, held a trace of an enigmatic smile.
He ignored the bearded man, instead fixing his gaze on the members of the Mystic Law Sect.
The moment Ye Xu's eyes fell upon them, everyone from the Mystic Law Sect trembled all over.
Ye Xu looked squarely at their leading Great Emperor, stating lightly: "Give me an explanation."
"Otherwise, all of you can die."
"Master," the Great Emperor, who was also a member of the demon clan, spoke lightly, seemingly indifferent to the bearded man's fate. "Junior Brother Ox-Head has an arrogant temper. How to deal with him is entirely up to you, Master."
"Is this your explanation?"
Ye Xu sneered. "You think I'm an idiot?"
With a mere thought, the Great Dao of Creation surged, engulfing the bearded man. The man's body instantly shrunk, transforming into a miniature bull demon, landing squarely in Ye Xu's palm.
Lin Qianmo and the others stiffened visibly.
This was the first time they had witnessed Ye Xu take action.
"Great Dao of Creation..."
An expression of deep understanding flickered across Lin Qianmo's face. She seemed to recognize the nature of Ye Xu's power, her eyes filled with astonishment.
"In the blink of an eye, suppressing a peak quasi-emperor... truly worthy of being a Senior."
Ao Bing, Lian Jiuyou, Yue Ruyi, and others sighed in admiration, utterly impressed.
"This level of strength far surpasses that of an ordinary Great Emperor powerhouse," Qilou Yan analyzed.
"This isn't his full strength."
Lan Youruo added.
Meanwhile, Dao King rested his chin on his hand, seeming to analyze the situation.
Ye Xu’s methods were something he could replicate too—this didn’t prove Ye Xu’s strength.
"It’s still too feeble,"
Dao King sighed inwardly. If an Emperor Venerable came, they might uncover some of Ye Xu’s secrets.
But those who cultivated to the Emperor Venerable realm were all sharp-witted people; surely none would risk offending the unfathomable master of Heaven’s Secret Pavilion.
"You’ve misunderstood, Master,"
the Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor struggled to distance himself from the bearded man, saying, "The Mystic Law Sect has many factions, each acting independently. Junior Brother Niu wouldn’t obey my orders."
Boom!
Ye Xu’s magic power surged, and the bull demon instantly crumbled to dust, without even a chance to resist.
"Since that’s the case," said Ye Xu, his killing intent swelling, "you may all die too."
He prepared to strike the Mystic Law Sect members down.
"Wait!"
the Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor backed down. "Master, I offer compensation for Junior Brother Niu’s misconduct."
"Continue,"
Ye Xu withdrew his aura.
"......"
The onlookers exchanged puzzled glances.
He’d just threatened to subdue the Mystic Law Sect, yet halted at the mention of compensation?
Truly worthy of the master of Heaven’s Secret Pavilion.
"I offer an imperial weapon as recompense."
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor drew forth a Divine Spear. Power of the Great Dao swirled around it, radiating immense force.
"It seems my Heaven’s Secret Pavilion remains beneath notice,"
Ye Xu sighed faintly. "Dismissing me with one imperial weapon..."
"Master, I meant no such disrespect!"
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor felt his scalp tighten. Before Ye Xu, he tread as if on thin ice.
The bull demon’s actions were indeed ordered by the Mystic Law Sect’s higher-ups.
As one of the five titans in the Mystic Realm, the Mystic Law Sect’s strength lagged only behind the Taihao Heavenly Sect—an undisputed superpower.
How could they be unprepared?
Their worst outcome would be total annihilation.
Using treasures to settle this peacefully was already the best possible resolution.
"Would this Seven-Treasure Mysterious Spirit Fruit redeem Junior Brother Niu’s offense?"
Purple Palace opened within the Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor, and a seven-colored divine fruit flew out.
The fruit was about the size of a fist, woven with Dao patterns, swirling with seven-colored divine light. It remarkably contained the power of the Seven Great Dao, undoubtedly a rare treasure of heaven and earth.
Its Dao rhythm was profound and robust, crystal clear and translucent. Upon being taken out, one could immediately hear the ethereal sound of the Dao, marvelously wondrous.
"Seven-Treasure Mysterious Spirit Fruit?"
Dao King's eyes lit up.
He wasn't alone; the top experts of each sect stared with intense fervor.
It wasn't just because the Seven-Treasure Mysterious Spirit Fruit was precious, but because it belonged to the Seven-Treasure Mystic Forest.
Could Mystic Law Sect producing the fruit mean Mystic Law Sect knew the whereabouts of the Seven-Treasure Mystic Forest?
"System, how many heavenly secrets points can this fruit exchange for?"
Ye Xu thought inwardly.
[Five million.]
Ye Xu's gaze flickered, realizing this single fruit was of considerable value, comparable to an Emperor Venerable's treasure.
"Very well, in light of your sincerity, I shall forgive Mystic Law Sect this time," Ye Xu accepted the Seven-Treasure Mysterious Spirit Fruit without changing his expression.
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor heaved a sigh of relief.
As long as the matter could be resolved, spending that Seven-Treasure Mysterious Spirit Fruit was worth it.
"However..."
Ye Xu's tone stretched long.
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor's heart clenched tight again, staring with wide eyes, waiting for Ye Xu's next words.
"My people from Heaven's Secret Pavilion were injured by your junior brother. You'll need to settle his medical fees and compensation for psychological distress," Ye Xu said, flashing a smile.
"..."
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor's face darkened. One Seven-Treasure Mysterious Spirit Fruit actually wasn't enough.
Heaven's Secret Pavilion's appetite was truly beyond belief.
"Now that's the senior I know."
Ao Bing secretly stifled a laugh. Ye Xu regarded wealth as paramount; if he could seize twelve tenths of an advantage, he would never settle for ten.
"I won't make it difficult for you. This imperial weapon will suffice as his medical fees."
Ye Xu's gaze fell upon the Divine Spear.
"Master commands it; how would I dare refuse?"
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor repressed his fury, presenting the Divine Spear with both hands. "Please accept it graciously, Master."
Ye Xu channeled his mana and stored the spear.
"Stand down."
At that command, the Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor immediately retreated to the viewing platform.
Ye Xu swept his gaze over the various factions and smiled. "I realize Heaven's Secret Pavilion's existence is still brief, its rise too swift, making everyone a little uncomfortable."
"But I am ever a man of open-mindedness."
I could accept anyone who questioned Heaven's Secret Pavilion; everyone should strive for friendly exchanges without harming good relations.
Pfft!
It was unclear who couldn't hold back; once the laughter burst out, the scene became intensely awkward.
"It wasn't me."
Qi Wuhen said with a straight face.
Everyone's gazes fixed on him.
They didn't believe him.
"It really wasn't me..."
Qi Wuhen was heartbroken and frustrated.
The only slight relief for him was that Ye Xu's attention wasn't on him.
"Now, who else has doubts?"
Ye Xu said with a faint smile, "I can give you all the answers at once today."
Everyone remained silent.
The lesson from Mystic Law Sect was still fresh in their minds.
No one wanted to become the next Mystic Law Sect.
"It won't lead to war, will it?"
Ao Bing felt apprehensive in his heart; the Great Emperors present couldn't be counted on one hand; if both sides started a war, he would definitely take Ao Lie and flee back to the East Sea immediately.
"Impossible."
Lin Qianmo said.
Mystic Law Sect ended up worse for their trouble, so who would dare to invite misfortune now?
These guys were all crafty like monkeys.
The real fools, such as the bull demon from Mystic Law Sect, had already perished.
"Daoist friend Wuyou, do you have any doubts?"
Ye Xu's eyes gleamed with divine light, seeming to pierce through layers of space-time to settle on Dao King.
Swish!
At that moment, countless gazes converged on Dao King.
Dao King shuddered with deep dread.
What did the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion intend by this?
Why single him out for questioning?
Could it be that his recent thoughts had been seen through by the master?
In a split second, Dao King's mind raced through countless ideas.
Ye Xu had the power to read minds; Dao King had encountered this before, but under the earlier circumstances, the emperors' thoughts surely aligned with his—so why was he targeted alone? Was it because his strength was supreme?
"Dao King is here too?"
The Great Emperor experts looked shaken; none had sensed Dao King's presence.
If Ye Xu hadn't exposed him, they still wouldn't have known a peak expert from the lower realm lurked near them.
Bu Linglong's face turned dark.
She felt no affection whatsoever for Heaven's Secret Pavilion.
Right now, shifting the attack directly to Taihao Heavenly Sect filled Bu Linglong with rage.
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Bu Linglong felt indignant inside. She was just about to speak, but a big hand suddenly landed on her shoulder, and Dao King slowly stood up, his gaze meeting Ye Xu's.
"Master, I have long experienced your abilities, so how can I question them?" Dao King laughed and flattered, "The Master is a true immortal from the Red Dust. My humble skills are far inferior to yours."
True immortal from the Red Dust?
Upon hearing this, the Great Emperors from the Mystic Law Sect, the Holy Mother Palace, the Holy Sect of Transformation, and other forces wore stern expressions.
A true immortal level expert was enough to sweep across the current world.
However, could a true immortal truly resist the Great Dao of heaven and earth and remain in the mortal realm?
"Someone who could make Dao King wary, even if not a true immortal, was a top figure in the mortal realm," the Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor murmured to himself, a chill rising in his heart.
Fortunately, the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion had no heavy killing intent; otherwise, based on the behavior of the quasi-emperor bull demon, everyone in the Mystic Law Sect would probably have been buried with him.
"Haha... Daoist friend, you are too modest."
Ye Xu seemed to smile without really smiling. "Your ability to twice subdue Withered Wood Daoist—that was true abilities."
Hushing!
As soon as these words were spoken, a wave of commotion abruptly erupted.
Everyone's gaze toward Dao King was filled with fear and awe.
"The rumor was true; Dao King really had slain his master to seize power."
Great Emperors from numerous forces felt great turmoil in their hearts.
Dao King's expression suddenly turned gloomy; he stared at Ye Xu, his eyes flickering incessantly.
He did not understand why Ye Xu would reveal the truth publicly.
Although the matter of him slaying his master to seize power had always been rumored in various realms, almost no one had proof. But Ye Xu's words effectively confirmed everything.
In any era, slaying one's master to seize power was not a glorious thing.
Bu Linglong, on the other hand, turned pale and seemed incredulous.
The young man in linen beside her remained calm looking, seemingly unsurprised.
"Master, when speaking, one must rely on evidence," Dao King said cryptically.
Ye Xu remained composed and did not continue the topic.
He looked toward the sweating Yang Xuanzhan and said, "Yang Xuanzhan, you may continue."
"Yes."
Yang Xuanzhan took a deep breath and said, "To participate in the Hidden Dragon Gathering, there was another rigid standard: one must climb the Ladder of Ascension and reach the battle platform."
"If unable to do so, one would have no fate with the Hidden Dragon Gathering."
Yang Xuanzhan activated his power, and the Ladder of Ascension descended to the ground, extending all the way to the battle platform.
The ladder had ninety-nine steps and appeared ordinary.
However, no one thought that the obstacle set by the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion was simple.
Dao King had a sullen expression, his mind constantly pondering the reasons.
Why did Ye Xu expose his past?
Was it just because of his momentary thought?
That was unlikely.
Dao King exhaled a mouthful of Turbid Energy and said, "This matter would have been exposed sooner or later; it just arrived a step earlier."
To Dao King, slaying his master to seize power was not worth mentioning.
In this world, everything ultimately depended on strength.
As long as he remained the peak powerhouse of the lower realm, no one dared to criticize him.
The crowd also put Dao King's matter aside and didn't pay excessive attention; after all, this was an internal affair of the Taihao Heavenly Sect.
Moreover, there had been doubts about this matter before, and now it was only confirmed through the words of the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion, whether it was true or false.
With Dao King's ability, even if it was known that he had slain his master to seize power, no one dared to challenge him over it.
"Whether you can pass Senior Tian Ji's test depends on your abilities,"
the Great Emperors of various sects said to their disciples.
"Begin."
Yang Xuanzhan retreated to the viewing platform.
Whoosh!
The first youth walked toward the Ladder of Ascension; his strength had reached the Saint realm, and his demeanor was impressive as he was the first to step onto it.
Upon stepping onto the first step, the youth's figure paused slightly.
A few seconds later, he stepped onto the second step.
"Everyone, did you see clearly?"
Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor looked in the direction of an emperor-level expert and said solemnly, "There are formations set up on the steps; presumably, that is the test arranged by the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion."
"Continue watching."
A maiden then ascended the ladder; she was enveloped in divine light, and although only two steps apart from the youth, they were unaffected by each other.
"That's amazing."
A female great emperor of the Holy Mother Palace said admiringly, "Each step is a different spacetime, and it can even evolve different spacetimes on the same step."
"This master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion not only mastered the Great Dao of creation but also touched upon the Great Dao of time and space."
"With this skill, few in the world can achieve it."
"That is indeed so."
The great emperors nodded in agreement.
"Father emperor, your son also wants to try it out."
Ao Lie said enthusiastically as he requested permission from Ao Bing.
"Be careful."
Ao Bing said worriedly, "If there is any danger, leave immediately."
Almost all of the participants were outstanding talents in the Saint realm. Though Ao Lie's abilities were unique within the Eastern Sea Dragon Palace, they seemed quite ordinary across all realms.
Ao Bing, protective of his son, feared Ao Lie might suffer a setback.
Ao Lie went forward alongside Ji Xinyu.
"Sister Meng, shall we try as well?"
Qi Wuhen asked with eagerness.
Meng Feixian glanced at Nangong Zhandao, who sat still with an extraordinarily transcendent demeanor, showing no rush to move.
"That guy only knows how to act cool," grumbled Qi Wuhen. "Sister Meng, judging by your ability, Nangong Zhandao definitely isn't your match."
"He is formidable. Do not underestimate him."
Meng Feixian frowned slightly. Without doubt, Nangong Zhandao was the most powerful opponent she had encountered thus far. Yet without a direct contest, she couldn't gauge his true strength.
The exceptional talents from Godfall Ridge surged forward, charging toward the Ladder of Ascension.
Meng Feixian naturally stood as the leading figure.
She ascended step by step, nearly without pause, distinctly leading among the crowd.
The few who could rival Meng Feixian were individuals like Bu Linglong's caliber. But among the hundreds of prodigies at the Hidden Dragon Gathering, fewer than ten reached such heights—each a supreme talent among their peers in their respective sects.
"Why hasn’t Nangong Zhandao moved yet?"
Yang Xuanzhan frowned.
Though the Ladder of Ascension served as a trial, it was also a contest of momentum, with everyone vying to be the first to ascend.
Nangong Zhandao had no reason to abstain.
After all, the entire Hidden Dragon Gathering was essentially tailored for him—he was the child of fortune of the Yuan Realm.
"A pity I was born a few centuries too soon," remarked Ye Hongchen, a flicker of envy in her eyes as she observed the figures on the ladder.
"Disciple, every generation has its unique opportunities; one cannot force fate," Qi Ruyu consoled her.
Despite her Master’s words, Ye Hongchen felt profound disappointment.
She believed firmly that if born in this generation, she would excel beyond any contemporary.
By the time one might finish drinking a cup of tea, Bu Linglong, Meng Feixian, and others had cleared over seventy steps. But their pace grew increasingly labored, restrained by the ladder’s formations, preventing swift movement.
"This is painfully hard," muttered Ao Lie, climbing alongside Ji Xinyu.
Their progress could only be described as slow as a turtle, placing them among the stragglers; each step demanded immense effort and time.
"If I fail at this very barrier, I’d truly bring disgrace upon myself," Ao Lie thought inwardly.
His personal shame aside, what truly concerned him was tarnishing the prestige of the Hidden Dragon List.
After all, no matter what, he still held a place on that ranking.
"The Senior is always giving people a hard time."
The one feeling aggrieved wasn’t alone.
Qi Wuhen trailed behind, grumbling internally as he climbed.
However, tempered by the last encounter, his words became measured—no trace of vulgarity escaped him.
He craned his neck, counting nine figures above.
A flash of frustration crossed Qi Wuhen’s eyes. "Better rein it in," he conceded.
Though tempted to unleash his full strength, careful thought suggested it was unnecessary.
Whoosh!
Nangong Zhandao finally moved.
A single step carried him to the base of the Ladder of Ascension.
Every gaze snapped towards him.
The child of fortune for the Yuan Realm, the undisputed first on the Hidden Dragon List—he was the undeniable center of attention.
"This man possesses extraordinary qualities," a Great Emperor assessed. "Late stage saint realm, yet his strength surpasses even cultivators at the Saint King level. Few in that realm could challenge him."
"Bearing the luck of the entire Yuan Realm," chimed in another Great Emperor, admiration in his voice. "Naturally, he’s a genius unseen in ten thousand years."
Dao King, too, observed Nangong Zhandao intently.
"Should the Yuan Realm undergo its great change," Dao King mused, stroking his chin with ill intent, "he will likely be the greatest beneficiary. To seize his fortune... that would surely guarantee my path to attaining immortality."
Undercurrents swirled.
Nangong Zhandao remained deaf to their discussion.
His expression was aloof; walking the ladder seemed effortless, as if traversing level ground. One stair at a time, within mere moments marked by breaths, he overtook Ao Lie, Qi Wuhen, and many others.
"All my arduous struggle for half the day, and just like that, Nangong Zhandao flits past me?" Qi Wuhen seethed, a mix of anger and fear churning inside.
"It’s genuinely astonishing," voices murmured in collective awe.
"This time, he has really stolen the spotlight entirely."
This time, it was Qi Ruyu who felt the sting of envy.
"That may not be advantageous," Qilou Yan stated solemnly, her tone grave.
Lin Qianmo and Lan Youruo exchanged a glance; both understood the implication beneath Qilou Yan's words.
Another few breaths passed. Nangong Zhandao, like a rocket, glided effortlessly upward, catching up to Meng Feixian and her group.
"Such incredible speed?" Bu Linglong was stunned.
Each step on the Ladder of Ascension held unique formations, testing heart, cultivation level, physical strength, and primordial spirit. Mastering each required careful study. The higher one climbed, the harder the challenge. Hence, each step required a pause to decipher the formation.
For Nangong Zhandao to catch them within mere moments was terrifyingly fast formation breaking. After all, they had taken nearly the time needed to drink a cup of tea to get this far. Every member of that group was a top-tier prodigy among their generation, elites from countless realms.
"He truly is one of those with great fortune," Meng Feixian noted, her pupils contracting slightly, a complex emotion flickering in her eyes.
Whoosh!
Nangong Zhandao took one more step. Though physically on the same stair, the space within partitioned them into separate temporal streams. Visible, yet untouchable. After a mere heartbeat’s pause, he surged ahead, leaving them behind.
"I refuse to admit defeat." The face of the Mystic Law Sect's most outstanding contemporary female disciple twisted with unwillingness. She marshaled her power desperately, torrents of demonic energy erupting as she forcibly ground down the formation and chased after Nangong Zhandao.
One by one, other elite talents activated their full power, spurred by competitive spirit, racing with everything they had to catch up.
"It's futile," Meng Feixian murmured, shaking her head slowly. Her eyes remained utterly calm. Unlike the others striving frantically, she made no move to chase. She knew too well the qualitative gulf between them and Nangong Zhandao.
Catching him was impossible.
Her prediction proved right. Nangong Zhandao maintained his steady, step-by-step rhythm, establishing a clear lead. Several breaths later, a gap of over ten stairs separated him from the pursuers—and his speed showed no sign of slackening.
He stood truly and utterly unrivaled.
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Nangong Zhandao, clear-minded and undisturbed, reached the summit under the gaze of countless eyes, his demeanor transcendent as he ascended.
He stepped onto the battle platform.
Then, Nangong Zhandao held his sword with both hands, closed his eyes to rest, and stopped paying attention to those still on the Ladder of Ascension.
“Impressive!”
Within the Ten Thousand Demon Kingdom, the Demon Sage Lu Xu gasped in astonishment. Though his son Lu Ming was on the Hidden Dragon List and possessed the potential of a Great Emperor, he was vastly different when compared to Nangong Zhandao.
Seeing Nangong Zhandao reach the top together made Bu Linglong and the others’ faces turn extremely unpleasant.
They had come from afar, drawn by both the luck of the Yuan Realm and by Nangong Zhandao himself. Yet, now he had surged far ahead, reaching the summit first – a scene that felt like a harsh slap to their faces.
The gap was glaringly obvious.
Not long after, Bu Linglong and the others also reached the summit one after another.
“Nangong Zhandao, climbing the Ladder of Ascension is just one thing; it doesn’t represent true strength. In the upcoming contest, I will show you the might of the Mystic Law Sect.” The black-veiled woman from the Mystic Law Sect spoke, her voice ice-cold and freezing to the bone.
“Count on it.” Nangong Zhandao uttered two words.
Meng Feixian sat down in lotus position, quietly regulating her breathing alone.
“Huff... I’m exhausted.” Qi Wuhen finally scrambled onto the battle platform, panting heavily. He flopped down, sprawling with limbs spread like a boneless creature, looking utterly spent, as if about to breathe his last.
“Stop pretending.” Meng Feixian kicked him, visibly irritated.
“Sister Meng, I really am exhausted.” Qi Wuhen complained.
Meng Feixian couldn't be bothered to pay him any mind.
Everyone on the platform was at least a late-stage saint realm expert; who couldn’t see through Qi Wuhen’s act?
Qi Wuhen awkwardly chuckled and immediately got to his feet.
“You killed my Taihao Heavenly Sect members. Meng Baiyu also died because of you. Today, I will make you pay with your life.” Bu Linglong’s beautiful face turned frosty, her eyes gleaming with killing intent.
“I ain’t scared of ya.” Qi Wuhen retorted dismissively.
Having gone through trials in the Demon Suppression Cave, he was no longer the Qi Wuhen of before.
Time gradually slipped by. More and more young prodigies passed the trial of the Ladder of Ascension and ascended the battle platform.
However, there were also those who withdrew voluntarily.
The Ladder of Ascension was simply too difficult; few could withstand the trial.
“Old Dragon King, is your little whelp really planning to climb onto the Hidden Dragon Gathering’s battle platform at the Complete God King realm?” Lian Jiuyou chuckled.
“Why not?” Ao Bing sounded defiant, but his tone betrayed his true thoughts.
He did not have confidence in himself either.
Among the talents on the Ladder of Ascension, besides Ji Xinyu, Ao Lie, and Lu Ming, which one was not at the sage level?
Now, six young Saint realm talents had already withdrawn, and Lu Ming had also come down, leaving only Ao Lie and Ji Xinyu struggling to persist.
It could be imagined that they would not be able to hold out much longer.
Ao Bing looked at Ao Lie on the Ladder of Ascension, his gaze heavy—how could he not know Ao Lie's thoughts?
However, reality was cruel.
"Admirable courage."
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor stared at Ao Lie and Ji Xinyu, a trace of disdain in his eyes. "But sadly, it's nothing more than reckless bravery—not worth praising."
"Brother Ao, I'm still with you."
Ji Xinyu grasped Ao Lie's hand, her gaze firm. "Whether we reach the top or not, our persistence has meaning."
"This is a trial."
Ao Lie's eyes quivered, and he nodded firmly.
"Let's do our utmost."
The two silently agreed and continued their climb upward.
At that moment, they were on the fifty-second step, still far from the end.
"Master, these two are just wasting time—drive them down," the Holy Mother Palace's female emperor grumbled. "Our time is very precious."
"Agreed."
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor voiced his support.
"Who told you they were wasting time?" Ye Xu said lightly.
"Master, could you possibly think they can pass the trial?" Royal Prince Bao of the Holy Ancestor Dynasty asked Ye Xu, his gaze shifting.
"Success depends on effort."
Ye Xu said solemnly: "The Ladder of Ascension isn't measured by cultivation level. If it were, why let God King realm cultivators ascend it?"
"It's just a test, just a trial."
Ao Bing shuddered, and a flicker of hope appeared in his eyes.
If that was the case, didn't Ao Lie and Ji Xinyu still have a chance?
"Their pace is far too slow. If this continues, we'd probably need to give them several days—it's all a waste of everyone's time," the Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor said.
"Amitabha."
Then, a white-robed old monk with drooping white eyebrows pressed his palms together in prayer, his face kindly, and said: "All beings have their own fates. I believe we cannot deprive these two young friends of their opportunities based on personal views."
"Old bald donkey, this isn't your affair—shut your mouth."
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor spat out angrily.
The white-robed old monk hailed from the Little West Heaven Temple in the Mysterious Realm. Like the Mystic Law Sect, both were major powers in the Mysterious Realm. The Mystic Law Sect was demonic, so it naturally clashed with the Little West Heaven Temple.
Usually, the two great forces never lacked conflicts.
"Do not forget, this is the Hidden Dragon Gathering hosted by Heaven's Secret Pavilion," the old monk cautioned.
The Mystic Law Sect's Great Emperor's eyes narrowed, flickering with apprehension, and he instantly withdrew.
"What a waste of time."
The young man in linen gazed indifferently at the two figures upon the Ladder of Ascension.
The time it took to drink a cup of tea passed, yet Ao Lie and Ji Xinyu had only traversed four steps, still a vast distance from the summit.
Even if they truly could complete the climb, it would likely take several days.
Boom!
Suddenly.
A surge of magical energy rippled across the Ladder of Ascension. Ao Lie’s aura exploded dramatically as divine light swirled around his body. A majestic dragon emerged from within him, coiling around his form.
Ao Lie’s blood surged as a dragon’s roar shook the heavens; his aura climbed frantically.
"Lier..."
Ao Bing trembled with excitement. "The bloodline of the ancestral dragon... His bloodline of the ancestral dragon has finally fully awakened! Heaven blesses the Eastern Sea dragon clan! Heaven blesses the Eastern Sea Dragon Palace!"
The bloodline of the ancestral dragon had always lain dormant within Ao Lie, yet remained incompletely activated.
Until this very moment. Under the immense pressure of the Ladder of Ascension, the ancestral dragon’s bloodline roared back to life in its entirety. Ao Lie’s cultivation surged alongside it, successfully breaking through to the saint level.
"He achieved sainthood..."
Even Lian Jiuyou looked astonished.
Beside him, the Demon Sage Lu Xu, and Lu Xu himself both flushed slightly with embarrassment. They had utterly dismissed Ao Lie; who could have foreseen this unexpected gain?
"It seems Ao Lie is the biggest victor emerging from this trial."
A smile appeared on Lin Qianmo’s face.
With the ancestral dragon’s bloodline fully awakened and ascended to saint realm, Ao Lie would undoubtedly secure a place upon the battle platform.
This transformation was nothing short of a carp leaping through the Dragon Gate — a dramatic ascent.
"The bloodline of the ancestral dragon..."
Royal Prince Bao murmured, his eyes deep and fathomless.
"Master, was all of this within your foresight?" The Empress of the Holy Mother Palace looked toward Ye Xu. She finally understood why Ye Xu had insisted this trial proceed.
Ao Lie, with the ancestral dragon’s bloodline fully awakened and the cultivation of a saint, was now more than capable of conquering the Ladder of Ascension.
"The Master possesses truly remarkable wisdom!"
"Our vision was shallow; only the Master possesses such sharp insight, able to perceive everything clearly."
Everyone hastened to offer flattering praise.
Ye Xu didn't know whether to laugh or cry.
He had spoken only the objective truth; even he himself could never have envisioned Ao Lie achieving sainthood and awakening the ancestral dragon’s bloodline on the Ladder of Ascension.
It was pure fluke — sheer, blind luck.
Yet, he did not refute their praises.
He himself was the master of Heaven's Secret Pavilion, and that was certainly beyond doubt.
"I said it was a trial,"
Ye Xu laughed and said, "This is his fortune."
"Our Master is wise,"
the crowd continued to flatter him.
On the Ladder of Ascension, Ji Xinyu was also stunned.
Ao Lie had
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