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Chapter 1
Spring Forth


Iwas standing out in a field, a shovel in my hand. I took a deep breath, savouring the air that filled my lungs.

The wind still had a cold bite. There was still snow on the ground, in piles and drifts, and tonight there would be some frost … though it would quickly melt without doing any damage.

Yet despite the cold and the threat of frost, there was life. There were green shoots already poking up from the wet earth, racing towards the sunlight. Fish breached the rivers, snapping at the first insects of the season. Birds filled the trees, singing their little hearts out.

And it wasn’t just the nature I saw. My home stood proudly on an island formed by two rivers. It was flanked by a bathhouse and a warehouse for storing medicine. Farther along was a house made of shimmering glass, a great red barn—too large for our current amount of animals—and farther still was a waterwheel-powered drop hammer.

The field I was standing in was freshly planted with wheat, and all around me were many more patches of bare dirt, soon to be filled with all manner of vegetables and grains. I bent down and touched the earth. The soil was dark black, soft and loamy, and I could feel just how good this would be for our coming crop. From the nitrogen content to the drainage, it would be perfect, after two years of trial and error to get the soil just right.

I stood, content. It was the spring of my third year on my farm, and I was in a bit of a reflective mood.

That first year had been a hectic one. Running away from my Sect, fleeing the cultivator life, to the weakest province in the Empire. I could still remember when I’d first come to this place; all that was here had been a tangle of dead wood and enormous boulders. It had been land nobody had wanted. A useless place that had needed far too much work to be worth anything.

Most of those first six months kind of blurred together. But I remembered some things. The foxes in the night. I remembered playing with Big D. Looking back, it was easy to see that he was sapient all the way back then … but I hadn’t noticed. I had just been happy to have him.

I remembered the soothing feeling of the work, felling overgrown trees, breaking rocks into gravel, diverting water to my rice terraces … I remembered the tension and fear bleeding out as day by day I made something, until I eventually no longer had to fight for my survival.

But most of all, I remembered the sunrises and how beautiful they made my new home look.

Then I had met Meiling, Yun Ren, Gou Ren, and everyone else from Hong Yaowu. Outside of a chicken, they were the first people who I could really call my friends … and in Meiling’s case, somebody who I could love.

There were some hiccups. I fought Zang Li the first time, believing him an imposter. The farm had been raided by strange mutant rats, only to be repelled by my own animals. That was the point I had realised that Big D, Peppa, Chunky, Tigger, and Rizzo were all sapient.

It was a big shock … but it meant I was responsible for them. They had been people all of a sudden, instead of merely animals. It had been fun making up all those lessons for them and trying to give them an education.

They even defeated the bandit lord Sun Ken, a cultivator who had terrorised these parts for decades.

After that incident we met Cai Xiulan, Young Mistress of the Verdant Blade Sect, who had been hot on his trail. It had been really worrying that an actual cultivator had found my home … but she ended up becoming one of my best friends too.

And if the first year was hectic, the most recent one was even more so. It started with my own wedding. Big D had gone off on an adventure that had turned up a strange memory crystal … but we had to fix it first before we could see what was inside. I was found by the Cloudy Sword Sect, the very sect I had run away from—but the only reason they were looking for me in the first place was to deliver my mail. Then there was the incident at the Dueling Peaks, where Tigu was kidnapped and I was plunged back into the world of cultivation.

The entire thing nearly devolved into a war—and would have if I didn’t have the symbol the Cloudy Sword Sect had given me.

When we finally did fix the crystal Big D found, it turned out to house the ancient history of the Azure Hills, explaining why the Qi here was so low: a cataclysm, caused by demons.

So many things had happened. So many good things … and also things I hadn’t been expecting. I was once again a part of a world I had run away from. But thinking of cultivators no longer caused my heart to pump with fear.

No, now when I thought of all the things I had run away from … all I could feel was resolve. Because there was something I had to protect now.

I turned to look at where Meiling was sitting on the porch, her eyes closed as she rocked a little bundle back and forth in her lap. Her hair looked bright green in the light, and there was a brace of freckles across her nose and cheeks. The bundle was the cause of my introspective mood.

A little bundle with brown hair, purple eyes, and freckles all along his nose.

Our son.

Father. I was a father. Every day it still seemed surreal. From dying and getting isekai’d to becoming a dad.

When I looked at them both … there was no fear. The future would come, and I would face it.

No matter what.

‘He’s the cutest, isn’t he?’ a voice in my head asked. Normally, that would probably be a cause for concern … but I knew this voice, and she knew me.

I could see the ghostly form of a young girl, her body shattered and repaired with gold. Tianlan, the Earth Spirit of the Azure Hills.

A spirit connected to my soul, who had been broken long ago. Shattered by demons. I hadn’t known it at the time, but each day I had pushed my Qi into the ground, each day I had worked … I had been repairing her.

I had only learned of her a year ago, at the very start of spring. She was the answer to why I had been growing stronger without cultivating—well, without cultivator cultivating. I had inadvertently been fixing an entire province, and in turn … well, I’d gotten a few things out of that arrangement.

We give to the land, and the land gives back.

I had said that to my disciples, the Spirit Beasts that had awakened on my farm, as something that sounded suitably wise as a reason for why I just pumped my Qi into the ground. Put it as a more transactional relationship … when in reality I was doing it simply because I had loved this land and wanted to see it better, regardless if it gave me anything or not.

“Yeah. He’s a little cutie pie,” I agreed, a soft smile on my face, just watching the two of them.

Meiling caught my gaze, and her own smile spread across her face. A little rat, wearing a gi just like mine, hopped up onto her shoulder. Rizzo waved at us both. Our friend Meihua came out from the house, her own son on her back, and some rice porridge in her hands.

I had no idea what I’d felt just then, but it was warm and fuzzy.

A rooster’s crow interrupted the moment. It was loud and resonant, echoing over the hills. Our son, who had been dozing, snapped his eyes open. He shouted, a squeaky thing, his eyes wide with delight.

‘Xiao De definitely has lungs on him,’ Tianlan said with a chuckle, her ghostly form leaning on my shoulder.

“That he does,” I agreed. Little D. His nickname. So gained from his habit of mimicking my first friend, and my first “disciple.”

I glanced towards where the crow had come from. Standing regally upon a boar’s back was Big D himself, resplendent in his fox-fur vest. His feathers danced like living flame, and his jade-green tail practically sparkled in the sun. His eyes were full of profound intent, and one wing, accented with cobalt blue, was thrust forwards.

“Onwards, Brother Chun Ke!” he declared, his voice resonating from a crystal around his throat. The enormous, rust-red boar, who had three deep scars across his face, oinked happily and continued on his way.

Behind him, our entire flock of chickens marched, like lines of disciplined soldiers … or more like a pack of barely restrained velociraptors. They clucked incessantly, their eyes searching hungrily for bugs and fresh shoots.

A pink pig brought up their rear. Peppa had her ledger out, counting the birds and marking down which fields the birds had been to already. Bees buzzed nearby, the hives I had put into the greenhouse for winter once more out in the field where they belonged.

Chunky led the chickens past a field where three women walked backwards as fast as they could, shoulder to shoulder and planting seeds.

The shorter, orange-haired girl shoulder-checked the taller, brown-haired woman beside her. Tigu and Xiulan were as competitive as ever, seeing who could plant their row of crops the fastest … and they were accompanied by a third member, a tall, willowy woman who was just as fast as they were, and even now edging slightly ahead of them.

“Haha! You’re slow!” Liu Xianghua boomed, her eyes sparkling with mirth.

“Kick their asses, Xianghua!” Gou Ren shouted. My friend, who looked quite like a monkey, had his shirt off and was covered in dirt from where he had been reinforcing the rice paddies. He shamelessly cheered on his girlfriend, drawing the ire of Tigu and Xiulan, while his older brother, Yun Ren, captured the show with a recording crystal. The vulpine man was clearly enjoying the spectacle.

‘Win, Big Sis!’ a white rabbit at their feet cheered, while a monkey beside her shook his head, clearly amused. Yin and Huo Ten were just as into the competition as Gou Ren.

There were a couple other spectators. An ox with a plow on one of his horns placidly chewed his cud. Babe was standing guard over our other two cows and our sheep. Above him, a dragon soared through the air, a rain cloud trailing in his wake.

Just about the only thing that could make Washy work hard was the promise of food.

Behind them all, the drop hammer continued to pound. Bowu, Xianghua’s little brother, and Noodle the snake were hard at work.

The farm was bustling with friends and family.

I felt a true peace filling my soul as I took it all in.

‘Beautiful view, isn’t it?’ I asked the Earth Spirit.

Her good eye was ancient and full of weariness. She had endured thousands of years of pain and torment, as just a shattered and ruined husk. Nearly half of her face was a simple, flat pane of gold, like a statue shattered and put back together with lacquer.

But she smiled. She smiled, and some of the pain faded.

“It is,” she agreed.

We watched for a moment longer, and then I hefted my shovel.

There was cultivation to be done.

“Oi! Gou, please give me a hand with this?” I called, and my friend perked up. “I need the edges of this field redone!”

“You got it, Boss!” he shouted back.

And then, my hands were against the dirt. It was hot, sweaty, tough work, even for a cultivator.

I loved every minute of it, my Qi pouring into the earth.

There might have been some hiccups in getting to this peaceful life … but with luck, the current worst of it was behind us.


Chapter 2
New Life, New Growth


The feeling of spring drifted on the breeze, and the world felt softer and warmer. Meiling looked down towards her son in her lap, who let out a little squeal of joy as the breeze ruffled through his hair.

“Does that feel nice, Xiao De?” she asked him, and her only answer was another shout. Xiao De, Little D, was certainly an appropriate milk name for him, considering he shouted as much as Bi De.

He would have his own name, his true name, in six months, according to tradition … but for now he would be a little rooster, shouting at the world.

“Just like his father. He loves being outside!” Meiling’s sister in all but blood, Meihua, observed. Her own son, Jinhai, was awake and alert, the six-month-old child looking around at the world with interest.

Meiling smiled at the comparison. “If he likes it this much now, he’s going to be the death of me when he learns to walk. We’re going to be chasing him all over the hills.”

“Tell me about it! Jinhai is learning how to crawl, and he’s already gotten into his father’s scrolls! Got ink everywhere!” Meihua said with good humour. “Tingfeng sat him down and had a ‘man’s discussion’ with him about why one does not play with ink.”

Meiling laughed at the mental image of Meihua’s scholarly husband sitting before the baby and giving him a lecture like he was capable of understanding it.

“Did Jinhai listen?” she asked, guessing he hadn’t.

“He actually did! He loved listening so much he made it his mission to hear Daddy’s voice as often as he can … by going directly for the ink. We had to redo all of the storage rooms.” Meihua’s grin was infectious. “Now Tingfeng narrates his work when Jinhai is in the room with him.”

“A scholar in the making already!” Meiling praised, running her knuckle affectionately against Jinhai’s cheek. The babe burbled happily at the touch, reaching out to grab her fingers.

Which he promptly put into his mouth.

“Ah, babies,” Meiling said, as she carefully pulled her fingers away. Jinhai, thankfully, didn’t seem to mind the loss of her digits and went back to looking around at all the new sights.

Meiling and Meihua lapsed into companionable silence as they watched the others work in the fields. Meiling had offered to help … but everybody had refused. The only work Meiling was allowed to do was in the herb garden, and that was already done!

It wasn’t a bad thing, to be taking a break. Meiling was blessed by the heavens enough that she could afford to rest. She had delivered many children into this world as a doctor and knew the trials of new mothers well. It was a brutal, grueling slog taking care of a newborn, which Meiling had been prepared for.

What she hadn’t been prepared for was for it to be, well … easy.

Oh, there were bad nights, when Xiao De refused to settle, but Meiling was a cultivator. She could stay up for days if she needed to.

And that would have been if she was alone, which she wasn’t. Jin had some strange ideas about what a father should do, from his memories of the other place. She actually had to tell him to take a break. Meihua would be staying with her for the entire month; Hu Li visited often as well. All of the Spirit Beasts—their disciples, their children—offered assistance without a second thought.

She had an entire small village to help her, if she ever faltered. The support was honestly humbling. Meiling often said a small prayer in her head for the women who didn’t have this much assistance.

So instead of being utterly exhausted … she got to have nice afternoons on the porch with her dearest friend, both of them alert and happy because they had gotten a good night’s sleep.

How wonderful the power of cultivation was sometimes.

“Mistress?” a tentative voice called, breaking Meiling out of her introspection.

“Yes, Tigu?” Meiling asked, turning to the orange-haired girl.

“May I? May I please?” Tigu requested, reaching out her arms.

Hong Meiling raised an eyebrow at the begging girl before her. Tigu’s shining eyes were locked onto the prize she desired … and Meiling saw no real reason to deny her.

“Just be gentle with him,” Meiling warned as she handed her son over, more out of rote habit than any true need. While she was a boisterous girl, Tigu was extremely careful around her little brother. Tigu properly cradled the baby’s head in the crook of her arm, her bright yellow eyes locked onto Xiao De’s face.

Bleary eyes tried to focus on her, and Xiao De let out a noise of interest and happiness once he actually saw her cheerful face.

Tigu beamed, then turned to Meihua. “I can take out my little nephew as well!” she suggested. Meihua considered the offer, before she nodded.

“Thank you,” she said, and Tigu beamed.

“Let’s go for an adventure!” she declared, and with practised skill took up a cloth so that both Xiao De and Jinhai could be swaddled against her chest. Then she bounced off, her step light as she kept her little brother and his friend secure. “We’re going to see the great fuzzy beasts!”

Tigu bounded off the porch … to where their destination lay, the adventure taking them not far at all. Tigu had corralled the sheep next to the house, where they sat placidly chewing on the new shoots.

“Behold, the great beasts!” she proclaimed, showing them off to the baby. “Ah Fu Rou! Pomu Pomu! Fu Zi! Their wool makes great things, like the cap you wore, little brother, so you must give thanks!”

Xiao De’s hands waved vaguely at them, and he made a couple of “Buh! Buh!” noises … before losing interest. To Meiling’s surprise, Jinhai actually grabbed at the wool, making intrigued sounds at the new feeling.

“Good job, little brother, nephew! They surely appreciate it! When you’re older I’m certain they’ll let you sleep on their backs! It’s very comfortable …”

Tigu’s voice continued on as she walked around the area close to the house, introducing the two babes to “Brother Grass,” “Auntie and Uncle Flower,” “Sister Bee,” and a whole bunch of characters she was clearly just making up.

“You’ve got a fine daughter there,” Meihua said with a smile. “Now I’m going to make some tea. You want some?”

“Please. I’ll keep watch,” Meiling said, her eyes on Tigu as she took the two boys around to visit the others.

Bi De and Xiulan challenged each other to get the boys’ attention, Xiulan with the ends of her hair and Bi De with his tail feathers. Chun Ke sniffed at the two children curiously, a happy smile on his face.

Jin, Gou Ren, and Yun Ren all tried to see who could provoke the biggest reaction with their absurd faces.

And Meiling loved every minute of it.

→

They all worked a bit more that day, and then it was time for dinner. The babies ate first, drinking their fill … and then it was time for their own meal.

Meiling had started growing accustomed to the feasts they needed to prepare to feed so many people. Wa Shi had taken the lead today, the sinuous dragon calling out the dishes while “taste testing” often. Xiulan was beside him, an army of knives floating and dancing to an invisible beat, chopping and dicing and peeling in a never-ending waltz. Pi Pa brought up the rear, manipulating woks and pots of rice with grace.

Today, there was clay-pot rice with sausages made by the Xong brothers, new-shoot fiddleheads, and sprigs of Spiritual Herbs. There was freshwater-clam soup, mushroom stir-fry, salted fish, crayfish dumplings, and one of her new favourites, grown in the greenhouse: tomatoes with salt and peppercorn.

The clay-pot rice was cooked just right, with a layer of crispy rice on the outside that was charred to perfection. The Spiritual Herbs lent a slightly spicy note, and the sausages were the Xong brothers’ best, a nostalgic taste of her childhood, memories coming from when Ten Ren would make them for Meiling’s birthday. Wa Shi had learned the mushroom stir-fry from Meiling’s mother’s recipe, and he had reproduced the taste exactly. The tomatoes were bursting with flavour, the numbing peppercorns mixing wonderfully with the sweet fruit.

They all ate well, as they did every day.

And then, after dinner, most went their separate ways. Bi De, Xiulan, Tigu, Xianghua, and Yin went to spar. Chun Ke, Gou Ren, and Bowu brought out a bunch of carved wooden blocks and stacked them up to form houses and villages, mock-ups of the changes he was planning on making to Hong Yaowu.

Ri Zu went to the herb gardens to run some experiments, while Meihua, Yun Ren, Pi Pa, Huo Ten, and Miantiao started playing a game of cards. Wa Shi went to doze in the river room of the house, while Bei Be the ox excused himself to watch the stars.

Meiling went upstairs to the library. There, she got out one of the new scrolls. Jin had brought back all manner of medical scrolls for her to peruse, and all of them needed diligent study. They were all just so fascinating!

“Hey, love. Thought I’d find you up here” came Jin’s voice. Meiling glanced up from her most recent scroll, not minding the interruption; after all, it was fairly common for Jin to come in here and simply sit with her while she went through the scrolls, occasionally asking questions and then listening to her explanations.

Jin was very good at listening, and Meiling enjoyed talking to him about her passion. Jin glanced over her shoulder at what she was looking at.

“So. What does that one do?” he asked, pointing to one of the nerves on the acupuncture chart.

“When correctly stimulated? That one is to ease menstrual cramps,” Meiling informed him. Most people would have stopped her there, grimacing at the “dirty” subject.

“Really?” Jin asked, his interest clear. “Man, that’s gotta be useful. You girls have it rough—do you ever get … ?”

Meiling nodded. “Sometimes,” she began, before pausing and really thinking about it. “Not really since I became a cultivator, though.”

“Well. Could you teach me how to do that acupuncture, just in case?” he asked.

Of course, she agreed.

They learned the correct needle placement for acupuncture for an hour. Getting the spot correct was critical. Once, Meiling had tweaked Gou Ren’s facial nerve and it had locked up his jaw for a week. She had had to feed him the entire time, and she had felt terrible about it.

Jin, as always, was a diligent student. He truly listened.

“It’s difficult, but I have full faith you’ll get it fast. You’re already quite skilled at poking me,” she teased, waggling her eyebrows at him.

He rolled his eyes, but she could see the smirk as he leaned over her. “I dunno. I think I might need plenty more practice. Can you help me learn tonight, Mistress?”

Meiling felt a flush creep over her cheeks at his husky voice.

“Of course, my dear student.”

Meiling had a most enjoyable night. Though they did take some precautions. She wasn’t quite prepared to get pregnant again so soon.


Chapter 3
Shadows of a Future


Bi De stood upon the Great Pillars of Fa Ram, his gaze fixed on the moon high above. It was in the form of the waxing crescent that night, a heavenly blade against the wicked. It was under this light where he had first truly awakened, calling upon the moon’s power against his oldest foe, Basi Bu Shi, the fox whose pelt he now wore as his vest.

The duties of spring were just what Bi De needed. While the winter was wonderful for contemplation and enjoying the presence of one’s family, spring always made him feel alive.

To work with one’s fellow disciples was a joy beyond measure. Last year had been a bit disorganised, and nobody had truly known their roles, but this time they were guided by experience. They swung into action with speed—like the strange mechanisms that Bowu was testing in the forge. The pill furnace and steam-powered things waggled about with vigour and no longer fell apart in the process!

Fields were ploughed and had begun to be planted. Fences were checked and repaired. The chickens, the cows, and the sheep were herded and guarded as they consumed the new grass. The rivers were inspected for erosion and changes in course. Their stores were catalogued for how much they had eaten. Great foraging parties were assembled, to begin the search for mushrooms and the wonderful bounty of spring.

They ate and drank well, and without restraint, consuming traditional fare along with his Great Master and Wa Shi’s newest recipes, which introduced everyone to new and exciting flavours. When their work was done, they spent the evenings sparring, testing their might against one another, or playing games of cards, or taking turns watching over his Younger Brother. The babe was still new to this world, yet he had already endeared himself to them all.

And when they retired to bed so they could prepare for the next day, Bi De would find himself in his favourite place: standing upon the Great Pillars, just like now, and contemplating the day.

It was a beautiful, wonderful life. A simple life of good cheer and clear progress. It was not perfect, and problems did crop up, but it was the closest thing he had seen to it so far in his short life.

But the feelings of peace and contentment were, some nights, marred by his own wandering mind. Sometimes, when he looked upon his home, Bi De felt a pang of worry, and he knew the culprit.

Bi De sighed and hopped off the Great Pillars. He walked back to the house—back to the storage room—where a crystal sat almost innocuously upon a stand.

The memory crystal, and the story of Xiaoshi.

Beyond Fa Ram there lived dangers that had been nearly incomprehensible to him before he had witnessed the demons slaying Xiaoshi and breaking the Earth Spirit Tianlan.

It had disturbed him; it had shaken him. He had known there were things stronger than his Great Master. Having vague knowledge that there was some height beyond him was different than knowing about the world-rending power of Xiaoshi’s time and the demons that had plagued him.

The spirit within the crystal, Shenguashi, wished for Bi De—or anyone, really—to take up the mantle of the Emperor of the Azure Hills. To claim that birthright, and the dominion over the province.

Though a small part of his mind found the idea of rulership immensely appealing, Bi De knew enough about himself to realise that that was simply his instincts talking, rather than any rational thought. A minor temptation that all creatures had.

No, Bi De did not desire the path of kingship, and he had no wish for dominion. His concerns were of a more practical nature.

Because even if Fa Ram did not wish for trouble … it seemed that trouble might find it. The demon Zang Li at the Dueling Peaks had proven that. The demonic threat still existed. It was still there in some way, and it was still interested in conquering and consuming.

His Great Master—the man who might as well be his father—would take that burden upon his broad back without a second thought and tell them not to worry.

Just like the man in the crystal. Just like Xiaoshi.

Bi De had already resolved that that would never happen.

And so the path of power, the path of pursuing the heights of cultivation that he had put to the wayside … were what Bi De found in his thoughts.

Not for some nebulous goal like immortality or, like he had cultivated long ago for, strength for strength’s sake.

The only reason for his power was to protect things he deemed worth protecting.

Once he’d made that decision, he had concentrated more upon his training, with the rest of the disciples. They all had their own reasons for power … and in this instance, all of them were aligned. All of them wished to protect Fa Ram as best as they were able.

Still, there were some inconveniences. Bi De had felt that his growth had … well, it had stagnated. Bi De knew it was a natural part of growing and that he should not feel bad about it. He had learned well the value of patience, but putting patience into practice sometimes was difficult. There was a part of him that wished to push just that little bit harder and just that little bit faster … but he resisted it.

He needed power to protect his home … but he also needed to not compromise his path.

Some days, that felt like a tall order indeed. Some days, he considered the stockpiles of pills and resources that the spirit in the crystal offered. If only he would tell it yes, he would be Emperor.

Bi De tore his gaze away from the crystal.

He had his own path.

He stepped out of the room and back into the cold night, where the moon remained high overhead. His eyes closed, and he centered himself, casting away those unworthy thoughts as his Master had taught him, as he had learned.

His breaths became even and his Qi placid. The right state of mind achieved, he embarked upon another task.

Even though he had been tempted, he had a way he knew would be able to tell him if he was straying from the correct path.

He focused his Qi. He felt into the earth, where a golden web awaited him. A vast consciousness paused as he made his offering.

Tianlan would not accept his Qi if it was corrupted by impurities and impure desires. She had rightfully rejected him once before, when Chow Ji the rat had poisoned his mind and his body.

The golden Qi reached out and took his offering. Bi De felt a ghostly hand ruffle his comb.

‘You’re still doing good, you silly bird. Don’t worry so much,’ the voice whispered on the breeze, full of affectionate exasperation with him … before turning more serious. ‘We’re all in this together.’

Once the attention receded, Bi De opened his eyes, thankful for her words.

She was right, of course. They were all in it together.

And Bi De knew that all of them would do anything for their home.

He put his concerns to rest for the day. He fluffed his feathers and contemplated the moon, thinking hard on how he could help his home.

It would be difficult. There would and could be no shortcuts upon this path.

And yet he would follow it all the same, no matter what storm may come … and no matter what journeys he would have to undertake.

↔

Tianlan, the Earth Spirit of the Azure Hills, felt Bi De’s Qi retreat from her realm, his doubts and worries fading into resolve at her words. His thankfulness lingered in his energy, a tiny drop of gratitude assimilating into her being.

It settled along with the other little drops, one for each time he had given her his Qi. The sparkling silver patch was joined by a multitude of different colours, from the steady, solid gold of her Jin that made up the majority of the patches to the tiny, shimmering pieces of glass from Miantiao.

In the grand scheme of things, each patch was tiny. It would take her centuries to truly heal by this method, even if they gave everything they had to her. It made sense. She was an Earth Spirit, after all. Her body was titanic, stretching out thousands of li in every direction … and she was cut off from most of it.

But to Tianlan, this was the best she had felt in thousands of years, even if she was much diminished. Her current body barely reached to Hong Yaowu … and she had a few tiny, fragile roads that had followed in the footsteps of her friends when they had left her home. Another small node resided in the Dueling Peaks.

That was the extent of her. Tianlan, who had once had the power to challenge Imperial Realm cultivators for the sake of her contractor.

A familiar dull ache formed in her chest. She had spent so long blaming Xiaoshi, her first contractor, for betraying her—hating him for it. Cursed him and every cultivator as greedy, grasping monsters who would destroy the very world beneath their feet and consign millions to death simply to grow stronger.

But now she knew better. Bi De had retrieved a crystal that showed the truth. Xiaoshi had never betrayed her. In his last moments, he had even saved her, detonating his formation. It had broken her … but it had also saved her from being consumed by demons.

It was a feeling that was both bitter and sweet. The fact that he hadn’t told her, hadn’t trusted her, still hurt. But that, even in the end, he had been willing to sacrifice himself to save her …

Tianlan shook her head, clearing her thoughts away, and ran her fingers along the multitude of patches.

Each little piece of Qi had emotions tied to them, each one a memory.

Joy, love, amusement, worry, anger, sadness, even self-loathing … they were pieces of those who lived on her, those who loved her. Those who gave to her because they felt it was the right thing to do.

It was strange, to feel so much. With Xiaoshi, it had only been one. It was only his emotions that she had felt so intensely. From others, it had been … muted.

And yet she couldn’t help but love it. It made her feel like she still had a body, so that she could truly understand her people.

She let out a breath and turned her attention from the patchwork repairs of her body to her realm.

A small smile came to her face as she felt a presence form. Jin yawned and then blinked, looking around with curiosity. His spiritual form was kind of like hers—cracked and broken, with a golden seam that welded both halves of himself together.

He noticed her and smiled.

“Mornin’, Tianlan … well, I guess it’s night, isn’t it?” he asked, amused. The best time for them to talk was when he was sleeping. He trotted over to the rock she was sitting on and sat with her under the gold-flecked sky.

“Hey, Tall Bean,” she replied. A big hand pressed down on her hair and ruffled it, messing up the strands even more.

Tianlan made a show of batting at the offending limb, but she didn’t really want the touch to leave. When he finished his assault, Tianlan retaliated, jumping onto him and rubbing her knuckles into his head.

Her Connected One laughed at the attack, playfully trying to shake her off—until a spark of inspiration struck. He sprang to his feet, Tianlan clinging on, and broke into a run across the grassy field.

Tianlan giggled at the sensation as he sped across her realm and travelled into places of her that she barely knew, too broken to truly know the changes that had happened to her body since Xiaoshi’s time.

He charged across an endless grassy plain where rivers had once flowed in the millions. He leapt over a circular lake where men had once mined. He bounded from tree to tree in a forest, now a quarter of its former size. And finally, he returned to a quiet land where the earth had once steamed, and geysers had screamed into the sky.

It was different. So different. But … in the end, it was her.

Her Connected One finally collapsed, out of breath, and both of them tumbled to the earth, laughing. He turned to her, his smile wide.

It was warm, and joyous, and … loving. The same love she had felt that had drawn her broken spirit to him. He loved the earth, without reservation. He gave everything he had to it—to the beasts who would eat his crops, the water that would flow away never to return, and to the stones that would do nothing at all.

She was glad he was her contractor.

“Hey, Jin?” she asked after a moment.

“Yeah, short stuff?” he replied.

“Could we try playing Ha Qi? I’m always asleep when you play …”

His smile widened. “Of course we can play. But … we do need teams.”

She felt him reach out with both of their power.

Ghostly, dreaming forms came into her realm.

A rooster made of moonlight. A boar made of rock and wood. A shadowy rat who smelled of medicine and poison, and a girl who was a cat.

A dancer, a dragon, a pig, a rabbit, a snake, and an ox. Two brothers, one who looked like a monkey, the other a fox.

And finally, there was a woman. The bridge of her nose was dotted with constellations, and her purple eyes were sparkling with amusement. In her arms, she cradled a little spark, full of unrealised potential.

Jin concentrated, and a river froze over as goals formed. Skates formed on Tianlan’s feet, a helmet on her head, and a stick in her arms.

She had dreamed of Ha Qi. And playing it … well, playing it lived up to the memories in her head. It was a rough-and-tumble, full-contact sport. It was messy and full of shouts, and Tianlan loved it.

She especially loved it because she got to headbutt Xiulan, and she couldn’t complain about it later.

She loved every moment.

But despite the levity, Tianlan couldn’t shake the fact that it felt like something big was approaching.


Chapter 4
Marching to the Hills


Shen Yu, a cultivator in the Imperial Realm, watched the great flying ship depart from the Cloudy Sword Sect. Rising gracefully into the sky, the Soaring Heaven’s Isle Disciples who could fly ascended alongside as an escort.

Tianzhe Minyan, standing on the top of the mast, looked down and met his eyes. They offered each other a single nod before averting their gazes.

They would see each other again. Soon, hopefully. He idly wondered what would have been if his joke about sending Rou to the all-female Sect hadn’t been a joke. Perhaps this mess would have been avoided entirely?

It was an idle thought, and one he shook off quickly.

“Are you prepared?” he asked, turning to his new travelling companion.

Shen Yu examined the man once more. He was, at first glance, a walking stereotype. Smooth, refined features. A dispassionate gaze. The poise and posture of a cultivator oozed from his very pores. When one thought of an “average” cultivator, Lu Ri would appear fully formed.

Shen Yu had known many, many men like Lu Ri: utterly unremarkable and doomed to mediocrity. Few who were so inflexible grew beyond the fetters that bound them.

This Lu Ri was fascinating in his seeming mediocrity, however, for that was merely the surface of a deeper pond. There was something about him, besides just his luck. Shen Yu was certain that Lu Ri had abbreviated and downplayed some of his own contributions. “And then this Lu Ri created an information network, for the other one was inefficient” was not a sentence one heard … ever.

Shen Yu would take this man’s measure, and truly see his worth.

“Yes, Honoured Master. All is ready. We may leave at your leisure,” Lu Ri stated, bowing his head deferentially. Lu Ri had changed his robes. These were devoid of the markings of the Cloudy Sword Sect, clean but plain and travel worn. Paired to his robes was a well-worn hat—one that had clearly been patched time and time again. He was the picture of a well-to-do travelling scholar.

Shen Yu nodded with approval at his change in appearance. Being pristine was all well and good to show your mastery, but in this vast world, it also showed that one had never been truly challenged. All those soft-looking Young Masters and Mistresses—Shen Yu rated nearly all of them below a scarred and beaten bastard with fury in his eyes.

“Then we shall depart,” Shen Yu commanded. He turned from the wide-open dock at the edge of the mountain before heading back through the Sect and towards the official entrance.

It had been centuries since he exited the Sect this way—and he was feeling nostalgic.

Brother Ge and Brother Ran were waiting for him at the Grand Gate, which was carved with the likeness of heroes and martyrs. Both saluted him, their fists clasped, as he approached and placed one hand upon the doors, then pushed.

The massive, ten-story-high gates—which had never been breached by any Hellforged Demon or rival Sect—slid open like they were made of air.

“Farewell, brothers,” he said returning his friends’ salutes.

“Farewell, brother,” both men said quietly.

Nothing more needed to be said; Shen Yu would be victorious in finding his grandson. There was no doubt in any of their minds. They had said everything they needed to last night.

And then, Shen Yu was marching down the mountain, Lu Ri in his wake. They kept a steady pace, albeit one that was slow for cultivators. From the freezing-cold steps they ventured, to where the mist and the trees began, far below the Sect. Shen Yu had always loved the forest; there was something mystical about it, shrouded as it was in mist. He recalled he had spent many an hour sitting on the rocks and meditating, imagining that he was part of the spirit world in this fey place.

All too soon, however, they were entering Crimson Crucible City. Instinctively, as they grew close to the city, Shen Yu pulled in his Qi. Getting bothered by people looking for his power was always annoying, so it was best to simply blend in. As his Qi drew inwards, his beard became bushy and his wrinkles seemed to multiply—to most, he became just an old man.

It was a skill the foolish deemed useless and those who were wise mastered. He had first learned how to hide his presence in order to steal the Frost Chalice peaches from under the nose of a Guardian Spirit Beast—and then realised that it was an easy way to avoid being bothered by any looking for a fight.

The younger generation rarely cared for such peace and quiet, but to his surprise, Lu Ri copied him. The young man pulled his Qi into himself—to the point where Shen Yu had to turn and look directly at the man to realise he had any power at all. His gait gave him away, as did the minuscule wisps of Qi that escaped him, but it took effort to sense his presence.

“Where did you learn that?” Shen Yu asked.

“One must keep their Qi under strict control in the Azure Hills, lest it run away from them, Honoured Master.”

It was impressive to see such a young cultivator master and appreciate anonymity.

Lu Ri was now … interesting. Shen Yu studied the young man on their journey through the city. He moved sedately, and without drawing attention to himself, but Shen Yu could tell he was mildly confused about their purpose here.

The disciple was too reserved to ask, however, especially with Brother Ge likely commanding him to obey Shen Yu without question.

“You may ask what is on your mind,” Shen Yu stated.

“This Lu Ri merely wishes to know how the Honoured Master wishes to proceed. After the Honoured Master completes his business in the city, are we to depart upon a Flying Sword, or some manner of grand formation?”

Shen Yu snorted at the overly formal tone. With those of dubious allegiance, he would remain inscrutable. But Lu Ri was chosen of Brother Ge … and Shen Yu wanted to see how he would react.

“First, we shall be getting some booze. Sholai makes my favourite piss water,” Shen Yu informed the other cultivator with a wide smile. Lu Ri blinked but otherwise remained composed. “Then we start walking. I want you to take me along the route Rou used.”

“We are not to make haste?”

Shen Yu shrugged.

“Well, it has been some time since I have travelled in this direction, and I have never set foot within the Azure Hills. I thought I would take in the view … and you said that he seemed like he would not be going anywhere. I have been gone for three years; a week or two will not change things.”

Lu Ri considered the statement, his mask never breaking.

“As you say, Honoured Master.”

Shen Yu looked at him with amusement.

“So. How did my grandson find his way to the Azure Hills of all places?”

It was still utterly astounding to know that his grandson had chosen that barren land to live upon. He had been nearby, once, tasted the Qi-starved air, and then immediately turned right back, dismissing the place.

What could have possessed the boy to head to the ass end of nowhere?

“First, he went through the west gate, instead of the north gate; there was a landslide that day …” Lu Ri began.

↔

“And then he catches that there splinter right outta the air!” Shuchang regaled his two newest customers while showing off the item in question hanging on the wall. The pair were some kinda travelling scholar and an old man. He had a hunch, a feeling that the scholar was a cultivator, but it wasn’t as strong as the feelings he usually got. At the moment, the pair were having some of his house noodles, the old guy already done and listening intently to the story. “Saved me son’s life!”

“Oh? And did he take the fight to those bastards after?” the old man asked, his eyes burning.

Shuchang paused in his retelling, suddenly a bit uncomfortable. Then he shook his head. “Those two were supposed ta be in the Profound Realm, yanno? Poor lad looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks. He wuz in no shape ta fight. But he did what he could, yeah?”

The older man’s fiery eyes cleared and he looked … disappointed. Shuchang frowned at the old turd. It was less satisfying that the bastards hadn’t gotten any comeuppance, but the freckly boy was still a good kid!

He turned to the other patron, the scholar, who looked a bit famili—

“Wait, weren’t you the one searchin’ for him?” he asked, pointing to the composed-looking man. “Didja find him?”

The scholar nodded. “Indeed. Rest assured, he is in good health. I am escorting his grandfather to see him.”

“Yer his grandpappy? Well, why didn’t ya say so? Son! Bring out the good booze!” Shuchang demanded. “Let’s drink to your grandson’s health! Food’s on the house!”

That caught the older man’s attention, and a smile broke through his bushy beard.

The chef kept pouring the booze and toasting to the freckly boy and his grandfather. Man, the old guy could hold his drink! They downed several more rounds before Mr. Scholar stopped Shuchang, the room swimming pleasantly.

Eventually, the strangers had to leave.

“Hey, old man. If you can … I know it’s not much at all, but can you give this to him? It’s our secret house diandianmen sauce! And tell him … tell him thank you. I’d kowtow for him a hundred times if I could!” Shuchang asked.

The old man smirked.

“His name is Jin Rou! Remember it!” the wanderer declared.

Shuchang smiled, finally having a name to go with the gaunt and tired face of his memories.

He hoped the freckly kid—no, Jin Rou—was doing well!

↔

Two swords struck against one another in a dizzying dance under a moonlight sky. The moon was full, shining down from the heavens, illuminating the two combatants. They moved with utter grace and sublime speed, faster than any mortal eye could hope to track. The force of the swings would have cleaved through steel as if it were but a reed stalk.

One, however, was completely and utterly superior to the other. That much was certain. The lesser blade could only touch the sword of the superior because he allowed it. The blade was a domineering tyrant, utterly supreme, and with one last twist it battered aside the lesser combatant’s guard and sent him to his knees.

Lu Ri stared down at Shen Yu’s sword and yielded immediately. Opposite him, Shen Yu nodded his head, his eyes appraising.

“Hmm. Not bad,” Shen Yu declared, removing his sword from Lu Ri’s neck. “Your technique is well founded, and your control is leagues above most I see at your level. I shall commend it.”

“This Lu Ri thanks the Master for his praise,” Lu Ri said, saluting his superior as he rose to his feet. He barely managed to keep his voice even and level. Even in the state of exhaustion he was in, it was unacceptable to show such a weakness. “This Lu Ri sees now the deficiencies in his defence, and he will work to rectify them.”

Shen Yu seemed amused at his response and sheathed his sword. “You are diligent but currently lack passion, and thus your soul is shrouded from your blade, instead of wielded in harmony. Against one of your level, it would likely be enough to carry the day, but against any stronger foes … your preoccupation with another matter is clear.”

Lu Ri bowed his head again, chastised. “The Honoured Master is correct; this Lu Ri will meditate deeply upon his words.”

Shen Yu sighed and shook his head. “Do not take it too harshly. I too have had my soul waver when worldly matters have occupied my interest. Straying slightly is not a sin, as long as such things are corrected. Now! That is enough for tonight. We shall continue this when we have rested on the morrow.”

“Thank you, Honoured Master,” Lu Ri replied, and the old monster nodded as they started back towards the place where they had set up camp for the night; throughout the walk, Lu Ri couldn’t help but wince and circulate his Qi to get rid of the worst of the damage.

He felt like when he first became a cultivator again. When he had been run into the ground day after day, instead of being completely inexhaustible. When Shen Yu had said he would give him a reward, he’d expected perhaps a sword manual, or some manner of cultivation resource.

Instead, he was to be given pointers. He had the Unconquered Blade’s personal and undivided attention.

Lu Ri knew that there were many who would kill for the opportunity to have a Master of Shen Yu’s caliber actually instruct them.

A single bout had already revealed and rectified deficiencies in Lu Ri’s form.

Their camp was a small thing, on the edge of one of Raging Waterfall Gorge’s many cliff faces. When he had finished making preparations to set out for the Azure Hills, Lu Ri had imagined that they would somehow speed to the destination. That the old monster would summon flying swords and they would be there within a day.

Instead, they had proceeded on foot.

Far faster than any mortal could hope to manage … but compared to how fast Lu Ri normally moved, it was positively leisurely. They hadn’t even gotten very far, barely outside Crimson Crucible City.

They lapsed into silence once they had finished their meal and rested by the burning fire. Lu Ri thought on the enigma that was Shen Yu. He certainly wasn’t what Lu Ri had been expecting … On one hand, he was everything the Cloudy Sword Sect seemed to preach against: a lecherous drunk of an old man, a vagabond, and a drain upon society. And yet he was Shen Yu, the Unconquered Blade, the hero about whom a thousand tales were told.

A paradox, but Lu Ri supposed a man who defied the heavens as Shen Yu did would similarly defy all expectations.

Shen Yu’s voice interrupted Lu Ri’s thoughts.

“How proficient are you in the use of the Raging Cloudy Sword Formation?”

“I cannot yet manifest it swiftly enough to use it without preparation,” he replied.

“Meditate upon the upper-left quadrant of the formation and dissect it thoroughly,” Shen Yu stated. “That is where understanding and speed comes from.”

“Yes, Honoured Master.”

Lu Ri didn’t mind how long it took to find Jin Rou; Shen Yu could wander as he pleased if it brought him such wisdom.

“But first … Tell me more about the Spirit Beasts he had with him. Was there truly a chicken?”

“’Twas a tame rooster, in the Profound Realm; it was more powerful than the few cultivators I encountered there, and it referred to Jin Rou as Master …”

→

“Oh, Honoured Customer, welcome back to my shop! Those men have not returned since you sent them packing, no sir!” The tea shop owner had begun wringing his hands together the moment he’d sighted Lu Ri. His face lit up in recognition of the man who had saved his shop from thugs.

The owner was swift to bring out tea and more delectable pastries. Shen Yu had said to travel along the route Rou had taken, and so Lu Ri used that excuse to stop here.

“These aren’t bad,” Shen Yu declared as he took a bite of a pastry the owner had selected.

Lu Ri nodded. “His tea has improved since my last visit. The water isn’t too hot anymore.”

“Good tea is hard to come by for us, and good tea made by mortals, even rarer. Why, I remember one time, when we journeyed for three months just to collect the first of the Six-Elements Jade Grade tea leaves from the top of each plant after it was touched by the morning dew. That was some excellent tea.”

Lu Ri perked up, wondering what the delicious tea tasted like. It certainly sounded appetizing!

“Of course, the last of the batch was ruined by the Third Lady of Soaring Heaven’s Isle. She thought she would do us a favour but burned the last of it—” The man suddenly paused and looked at Lu Ri. “Of course, do not repeat any of this if you wish to keep your head. Song is still touchy about that incident.”

Lu Ri paused before his next sip and took a deep breath.

Why do old monsters just casually toss out knowledge that could get lesser men killed? The Jade Hawk of the West was the most temperamental of the Ladies of the Soaring Heaven’s Isle Sect.

→

Lu Ri once more found himself in front of a fire as Shen Yu finished trading pointers with him. His eyes were locked onto the scroll where he kept his ideas written. The distribution network of mail was reaching a truly feasible stage, he had found, and the first implementations of it in Crimson Crucible City had been instrumental in exposing the deficiencies.

“Tell me, Lu Ri. What consumes you so? It is not a demon of the heart, but something else. I confess myself curious.”

It was considered rude to question what another cultivator was working on, and if Lu Ri didn’t elaborate, he likely wouldn’t take offense. Lu Ri mulled over the question. Shen Yu would likely not find it very interesting, but perhaps the Master had some insight?

“Well, it begins with the delivery of mail …”

Shen Yu stared at him at first with complete impassivity … and then increasing interest as Lu Ri spoke on the method he had devised for cultivating information speed.

“And what if I told you that I doubt your methods and conclusions?” Shen Yu asked after the other man was done. “What use is increasing the speed of mortal mail?”

“As the Founders said: An idea that cannot stand to be challenged is worthless. Our words too must stand the test of fire and hold firm against the most determined opposition. Only thus forged may it be put into practice,” Lu Ri returned.

The Unconquered Blade smiled, pleased that the boy had passed his test. “Indeed. It would be most useful for the Imperial Army. They have their messengers, but some things always get lost. You really are an interesting Junior.” Shen Yu waved his hand. “You may drop some of the excessive formality. You did my grandson a kindness, and I will remember that, Senior Disciple Lu Ri.”

“Will Master Shen be appropriate?”

“I will allow it, Lu Ri. And I give you leave to ask whatever questions you may have for the duration of our travels together.”

Lu Ri’s eyes widened. He truly was blessed.

“Thank you, Master Shen.”

↔

The caravaneers gaped stupidly at the head of the Earth-Crushing Devil Serpent, removed from its body and dripping blood.

“Was this the one?” the old man asked calmly. “Was this the beast that dared chase my grandson?”

Xing, their leader, swallowed thickly as he stared at what remained of the great beast.

“Ahh … yes? The shape of the horns and the patterning looks about right,” he confirmed.

“I see. Then fear this worthless worm no longer.”

“Thank you, Lord Cultivator,” Xing said, immediately bowing.

“Do not thank me. Thank Jin Rou. He thought your lives had value; I merely dealt with a pest.”

The old cultivator nodded and took his hand off the head, then turned as if to leave.

“You know Mister Freckles?” Ai, one of the ones the freckled cultivator had carried away from the Serpent two years ago now, asked the old man.

The cultivator raised an eyebrow at the willowy girl, who was just blossoming into a young woman. She was already beating the boys off with a stick.

Ai kicked her foot against the ground shyly before looking up at Shen Yu with eyes full of determination. “Uh … Grandpa? When you see him, tell Mister Freckles I’m gonna marry him when I get older, okay?”

The old cultivator stared at her for a long, terrifying moment … before starting to roar with laughter. “How bold! I don’t mind it! I’ll be sure to tell my grandson about this beauty!”

He strode away, still laughing.

The caravaneers stared at the head, and the boon they had just received, because the cultivator didn’t seem to be coming back to collect the massive thing.

The massive head that still had every valuable reagent within it.

“Holy shit. We’re gonna be so rich,” Xing heard somebody else whisper.

↔

Shen Yu smiled as Lu Ri continued through his form. The boy wasn’t actually too bad to travel with. A bit too straightlaced, but he reminded Shen Yu of how Brother Ran used to be: dry and matter-of-fact.

Their conversations were even mildly entertaining!

Like Brother Ge had said, he was a good egg.

Shen Yu was still in a good mood from killing the Serpent. It helped that the farther along on this path he went, the more he learned of what Little Rou had been up to. It made him smile to know that even in pain, the boy held to his core beliefs.

Rou was likely still injured when he was at the noodle house, yet he’d stayed and aided the mortals.

He had challenged the Earth-Crushing Devil Serpent, denying it when it had tried to crush others. Rou, at his level, wouldn’t have been able to land even a glancing blow against it—he would have broken himself on its scales long before it felt his blows through its hide, but he had stared it in the face anyway.

The mortals, even without knowing his name, sang his praises.

He still had his fire. He wasn’t …

Surely he wasn’t. All would be well. Shen Yu would collect his boy. From what Lu Ri said, he may have found some kind of treasure in the Azure Hills of all places! Of course he had taken full advantage of it. The Spirit Beasts were interesting but of little consequence.

All that mattered was that even at his lowest … he was still a true cultivator. He was still the little Rou that Shen Yu had raised. Still the child who had rekindled his spark.

Shen Yu took a swig of his wine and frowned. He was almost out already—

“Ah, Master Shen, I purchased more wine while you were disposing of the Serpent. I chose one that had a close-enough aroma to your previous bottle …”

The other cultivator tossed Shen Yu his storage ring.

Shen Yu opened it and took out a new bottle.

Lu Ri was right—it tasted nearly the same as his previous batch.

Well, his motto was to repay every slight and every favour a hundredfold! He’d have to do something nice for Lu Ri!

And come to think of it, they were near Madam Fang’s place …

Shen Yu let the warm feelings wash over him and turned to his companion.

“Lu Ri, have I told you how I met Jin Rou?”

“No, Master Shen,” the disciple said, turning his attention to Shen Yu.

“This orphan boy, not yet eight years old, had skipped his meals that day so he could pay an apprentice scribe to teach him how to read!”

Lu Ri’s eyebrow rose and his attention became more genuine. “Truly? To already understand the worth of reading and writing at that age, and also have the foresight to save for the occasion …” Shen Yu saw the genuine look of respect in the Senior Disciple.

“Of course, he was still a little shit …” Shen Yu continued before he took another drink, Lu Ri’s attention still upon him.

Truly a good egg, this one!

→

“Lu Ri, what did you do to Fang’s girls?” Shen Yu asked as they exited the Rainbow Falls. He sounded rather impressed. “They said you can stop by any time.”

“I engaged them in conversation about the difficulty of transport here,” Lu Ri said as he looked back upon the town of rope bridges and platforms built into the walls, perpetually shrouded in sparkling mist and rainbows, from which it had gotten its name. It was a beautiful, prismatic town, painted in a riot of colours, just like the mist. “After that, they played the guzheng in a most pleasing way. It was conducive to meditation, and with their input I was able to further refine the ideal satchel for mail. I thank you for your consideration—that place is indeed home to one of the finer things in life.”

Shen Yu stared at him.

“That was not …” Shen Yu sighed. “Those were the best courtesans in Raging Waterfall Gorge. Madam Fang’s girls are masters.”

“Indeed, they were skilled and their suggestions were relevant. I must confess I had underestimated their intelligence due to their profession. I shall not make this mistake again.”

“Of course those girls are smart. Smarter than most, I’d say. Only a fool underestimates a woman of that caliber, and they’re some of the best spies I’ve ever—” The man cut himself off, returning his attention to Lu Ri. “You do know what they were for, correct?” Shen Yu asked him, looking mildly worried.

Lu Ri nodded. “I have little desire for such things. I will do my duty, should Elder Ge introduce me to his granddaughter as he mentioned, but the words of the Founders and cultivation are of more importance.”

Shen Yu regarded him for a moment before responding. “Fair enough, I suppose. But what are your vices, Lu Ri? Every man should have one to tempt him, just so that he may learn to resist it.”

“Tea. Tea and sweets.”

“Good. This world has its own wonders. Make sure you appreciate them thoroughly before you completely sever indulgence from yourself. Experience is what aids us. And how can a man call himself a man if he has not experienced the world?”

“Actually, speaking of sweets, I do have something from Jin Rou,” Lu Ri replied, taking out the last of the maple syrup he had been given. He had rationed it sparingly, but it was still nearly gone.

Shen Yu stared curiously as Lu Ri opened the jar and the aroma filled the street. The old man’s eyes widened in shock.

“Little Rou made this? In the Azure Hills?”

“Yes. I was most surprised as well,” Lu Ri replied. Shen Yu took a spoon from his storage ring and dipped it into the pot. He took a sip, and his eyes widened.

He had another few drops. “Interesting! How interesting!”

Master Shen took a few more sips, then a swig, and then …

Lu Ri watched as the last of his maple syrup disappeared.

He regretted telling Shen Yu about it now.

And regretted it even more the next day, when in the next town Shen Yu took him into another brothel.

Lu Ri stared at the Honoured Master from where he was seated between two women, their fingers in his hair. His ears were very warm and his eyes were in danger of being poked out.

Shen Yu stared back, looking entirely too amused.

The Fire Hill Premium tea leaves that he found in his pack the next morning dampened some of the annoyance.

→

The air got colder when they finally exited Raging Waterfall Gorge and went into the Howling Fang Mountains; their journey to that point had taken a week and a half.

And then they stared at the pass between Yellow Rock Plateau and the Howling Fangs, the entrance to the Azure Hills.

Shen Yu paused before starting forwards.

It was like stepping into the blasting winds of the desert. Shen Yu had been to the Wastes in his youth, with Ge and Ran, when their bodies were barely refined and their balls were bigger than their brains. They’d learned that even cultivators could die of thirst, heat, and exposure in that blasted, bone-white hell. All three of them had barely been able to stagger out of the Wastes with their lives.

Shen Yu would rate the experience of stepping into the Azure Hills as roughly similar to that. The air turned from life-giving to a wicked parasite, wicking away Qi with every breath. The soil seemed to claw at his feet, latching on and sucking the Qi from his skin.

But he was Shen Yu. The air was greedy and the land was ravenous, but in the end it was just the air and the land.

He ripped his Qi back from the world and locked it tight beneath his skin.

Abruptly, the feeling of asphyxiation lessened.

“You spent six months here, Lu Ri?” Shen Yu asked his companion, who looked completely unaffected.

“It is quite unpleasant, but undeniably good training,” Lu Ri replied mildly. “Our first destination is Pale Moon Lake City.”

Shen Yu considered the Senior Disciple again. The man had a stick up his ass bigger than Brother Ran ever did … but he had his own surprises. He would have fit in well, all those years ago.

Shen Yu turned his gaze back to the road. Each step in the Azure Hills brought him closer and closer to Little Rou. The leisurely walk had been nice … but he was starting to get impatient.


Chapter 5
The Giant’s Stride


Pale Moon Lake City, Shen Yu decided as Lu Ri led him through the place, was fascinating in its sheer … mortalness. A city’s population was always going to be predominantly mortal, but he had never yet seen one in all the Empire that was like this, with barely even a hint of the touch of cultivators. It was a glimpse into a world without Qi. There were no grand stadiums or arenas for cultivators to battle, no auction houses for rare reagents. There wasn’t even a ruling Sect as most cities had, with the administration supposedly being purely mortal.

It was so different that for a brief moment, Shen Yu had questioned whether he was in the Empire—but the flags fluttering on the palace roof told no lie, flying the ever-radiant phoenix.

Pale Moon Lake City was a quiet and sleepy place. The mortals hawked their wares. The guards inspected caravans. Life ground on, in this Qi-less desert without cultivators.

It was strange, so strange, to see the world like this. They hadn’t had a demon attack in this province since the Empire was founded. Shen Yu hadn’t felt any powered formations on the walls—hells, the shanty village spilled far, far outside them, fearless of any Spirit Beasts—if they were even a threat here at all.

The mortals who ruled here, however, were obviously intelligent and industrious. Their little buzzing medallions that Lu Ri had pointed out were actually quite ingenious contraptions, and exactly what they needed.

It was probably less shocking for Shen Yu, compared to other cultivators. He had spent enough time as a wandering vagabond that he knew the mortal world better than most.

Honestly, it was cleaner than Shen Yu had been expecting, especially without the massive amounts of crystals other cities used to take care of waste. The circular lake, obviously a remnant of some great battle from ages past, was fetching in its own right.

If it weren’t for the fact that it was in a horrid Qi desert, he would have said the city was an enjoyable thing to walk through. Shen Yu took his eyes off a banner advertising a play called The Demon-Slaying Orchid and turned to his companion.

“So, your ‘Plum Blossom’s Shadow’ … you think these mortals will have information for us?” Shen Yu questioned as Lu Ri started towards an alleyway. He had sent a transmission to one of his men as soon as they’d stepped foot within the province, warning them of their impending arrival.

“They do. I requested that they keep an eye on things for me, so if anything came up involving Jin Rou they should know. In truth, however, I expect little to have changed,” Lu Ri replied as he started down the narrow corridor filled with junk.

Shen Yu’s eyes snapped to what looked like a drunk, laid out from his alcohol, against the wall. But the smell coming from him wasn’t right, and he was far, far too alert.

“The shade under a plum tree refreshes the spirit,” Lu Ri intoned as he stopped just before a door in the side of the alley.

“And its fruit is a grand prize,” the pretend drunk whispered back, rising from his prone position gracefully so he could kowtow before Lu Ri. “Master Scribe. This old man pays his respects. The Section Heads are ready for your arrival.”

“Already?” Lu Ri asked.

“You called, Master Scribe. We are ever prepared to answer.” The beggar rose and gazed upon Lu Ri. The worn man’s eyes were full of a zeal one only saw in a loyal subordinate.

Lu Ri opened the door, and the man returned to his guard position. On the other side of the door were two much more heavily armed and armoured mortal guards, who clasped their fists and bowed as Lu Ri led Shen Yu down this separate alley until they arrived at the back door to a manor.

Once more Lu Ri spoke his passphrase, giving them entry within. Not that the guards could have stopped him.

Lu Ri had not, to Shen Yu’s eyes, changed his mannerisms. He was still as mild and seemingly uninterested as he had always been. But now, there was a presence around the boy. An aura of charisma and command.

How interesting.

→

Thus they stepped foot into the lair of the Plum Blossom’s Shadow. Shen Yu had worked extensively with information brokers throughout his life. They were some of the most powerful organisations in the Empire. Each province seemed to have its own master of shadows who was supreme—geography and intimate knowledge crafted over centuries ensured there was some variety between places.

They were wealthy clans living in the shadows of grand cities or hidden within illusion-drenched forests. Individuals existed too, solo operatives who worked out of dive bars—and this was neither of those. There was no mysticism here, no ancient clans or special techniques. Instead, when they entered the lower level of this simple manor house in the city, what met them was organised chaos.

As they passed several rooms Shen Yu glanced within at the teeming papers and mortals gathered by them in amusement. The air was thick with code-speak and sign language. Some of the mortals had fingers pressed against minor transmission stones, transcribing what they were hearing in shorthand. These men and women moved with a purpose that would not look out of place on Tou Le’s own mortal soldiers. Shen Yu could see the influence of the Cloudy Sword Sect clear as the summer sun in the brief glimpses of charts, hierarchy, and well-laid, efficient planning and rotations. It was more of an artifact machine that gathered information and processed it, rather than the organisations Shen Yu was used to.

“Within six months you built this?” Shen Yu questioned. Like the beggar and the guards outside … these people were all driven. Driven by passion, an almost tangible force within the building, and Lu Ri had been the one to inspire it. Once more, it seemed that Lu Ri had only the illusion of mediocrity about him.

“Three,” Lu Ri responded absently. “They were receptive to the words and works of the Honoured Founders … and just needed a slight push.”

Shen Yu had to stop himself from laughing. This boy—he thought what he had done was unimpressive. That it was merely the work of the Founders of the Sect, rather than his own skill, not realising that he had replicated in months what the Founders had taken centuries of experimentation.

He would have to give Brother Ge a heads-up about this one. With a bit more refinement and a century or two … Well, Elder Lu Ri was something that was nearly a foregone conclusion.

They ascended a set of stairs to the top floor. There, the throng of people thinned out as the building became more what one would expect from a noble manor.

Lu Ri marched unerringly towards a room, where a servant was waiting for them. The woman’s head touched the floor and the door was pulled open for Lu Ri.

Within were three people—two men and a woman, and all immediately bowed.

“We pay our respects to Master Scribe and his honoured guest.”

→

They were swiftly seated and offered refreshments. Shen Yu took a swig of the offered wine, which wasn’t bad, as the mortals composed themselves for their “Master Scribe.”

“Thank you for receiving me so promptly,” Lu Ri said as a scraggly-looking man brewed him tea.

“It was no trouble, Master Scribe,” a corpulent male wearing merchant’s garb intoned. “We are ever at your service.”

Lu Ri nodded his head. “Very well. Report.”

“As Master Scribe has commanded, we have worked extensively with the Azure Jade Trading Company and expanded the reach of our Plum Blossom’s Shadow. It has been mutually beneficial for both of our organisations.

“And Jin Rou?”

“As you dictated to us, Master Scribe, Verdant Hill has not been approached—however, shortly after you left, there was an … incident. We were unable to contact Master Scribe at the time.”

Lu Ri raised an eyebrow.

“What manner of incident?”

The woman popped open a scroll. “This one will begin the first consolidated report on Jin Rou—Rou Jin, as he has named himself,” the mousy, nondescript woman began. She wore the garb of a palace worker in the transmission stone division.

Shen Yu frowned deeply at the reminder. The name change was an attempt to hide, so Lu Ri had reported. Rou had apparently been worried that the little bastard who had tried to cripple him would go looking to finish the job.

It was a simple method to hide, changing the characters of one’s name and then reversing them. A little shit like the one who had hurt his grandson most certainly would have been fooled and dissuaded.

“We start less than a week after you left,” she continued. “Jin Rou was involved in an incident at the Dueling Peaks, as codified by these reports—in which there was an altercation with the Shrouded Mountain Sect.”

Shen Yu paused in the middle of taking another swig, his eyes narrowing at the woman.

Oh, little Rou, little Rou! Shen Yu chastised. Something had to have happened. The Young Master, back for revenge! Shen Yu had been proud when Lu Ri told him little Rou had managed to suppress a Young Master of the Shrouded Mountain Sect—the story had been downright hilarious. Beating an upjumped shit, and then leaving him for the mortals to contain after declaring he was so weak he couldn’t be a Young Master?

That was damn poetic, and something Shen Yu wished he would have thought of. In fact, the next time he happened to suppress some boy too big for his britches, he’d do just that! How embarrassing! How shameful, to rot in a mortal’s cell and be declared an imposter because you were too weak!

The mortals, however, seemed unconcerned, so little Rou had obviously come out fine from that event as well.

“The altercation involved every Sect in the Azure Hills, as well as the Shrouded Mountain Sect’s observers,” the woman said. “The official story of the Sects is that it was a drunken altercation, a small fight. But agents have unearthed that the whole thing began over the apparent assault and imprisonment of one Rou Tigu.”

The world ground to a halt at the name.

“What?” The barest hint of Shen Yu’s intent leaked out, and one of the little medallions in the room shattered. Rou Tigu? “Describe her,” Shen Yu commanded the suddenly silent and sweating mortals. They were struck dumb, and the fat merchant started choking.

Shen Yu retracted his aura and they began to gasp for air, once more able to breathe. The woman fumbled her scroll, panic in her eyes as she tried to obey him.

“Recover yourself first,” Lu Ri said calmly to the mortal, and Shen Yu grudgingly calmed himself. The woman seemed to take heart from Lu Ri’s words and drew in a deep breath before speaking again.

“F-female cultivator, age fourteen to sixteen. Orange hair. Facial markings. Clothes had a depiction of a maple leaf and rice stalk upon them. She was part of the sectless contingent but defeated all in their path, save Cai Xiulan, who she was seen interacting with frequently. A wild, unrestrained, and bestial fighter. Relation is likely that of a daughter or niece. She was physically affectionate with him, but not in the manner of a lover. The observer likened it to his own daughter,” the mortal bit out as sweat trailed down her cheek; the woman shakily held out an unrolled scroll. “Likeness is included.”

Shen Yu gazed down at what was an advertisement, of all things, of a stuffed doll.

A cheeky, orange-haired, smiling brat looked back at him. Was … was she perhaps some manner of family? Was that why Rou had come? She was far, far too old to be an actual daughter. And there was something about even the drawing that was familiar. Something in the facial structure.

Had she been some sort of distant family Rou had found that still lived? Or was she simply like Rou, picked up off the street by the sympathetic boy? Well, allowances could be made if she was impressive enough.

“Continue,” Shen Yu commanded.

The mortals continued, spinning a tale about an assault at the Dueling Peaks … and how Little Rou had apparently taken to heel the Shrouded Mountain Sect in its entirety.

He would have to confirm the tale himself! Rou, crushing a Sect already? Just what had his boy been doing? How had he grown so fast?

He should have been worried. The tale was distressingly familiar to his … to his son. But there was a massive, glaring difference.

Instead of depredation and death, the tale the mortal told was of a benevolent and still-righteous boy—one who had taken it upon himself to repair the city that had been wrecked. They were polar opposites.

So Shen Yu had a small smile on his face as he reined in his frayed temper.

“He was at the head of negotiations, from what observers said, and the disciples bowed to him and him alone. They gave their reparations—and then left.”

“They did not challenge it?” Lu Ri questioned.

“Not at all. From all reports, not a single member of Shrouded Mountain Sect has stepped foot in the Azure Hills since they left.”

“That is good, then. Keep an eye on things,” he replied.

“As you command.”

“And the Trading Company’s relation to him?” Lu Ri asked.

“Again, it was as you surmised. The Azure Jade Trading Company has aligned with his interests, and now they are dedicated to his cause. Even Guan Chyou, the favoured daughter, was witnessed by agents spending the night with him twice, and even journeyed up north with a full guard and stayed with him. She has also been absent at the functions she normally hosted, and the company closed off all offers for her hand.”

Shen Yu perked up at that little tidbit.

“Oho?” he asked.

Another drawing was quickly provided—this time of a fetching beauty with beautiful scarlet hair.

Oh, Rou had excellent taste.

“I see. I thank you for your report,” Lu Ri said as Shen Yu examined the woman. There was a thunk of a scroll hitting the table. “Within lies your next set of orders. I will be back soon, to further explain them.”

“Yes, Master Scribe!” the mortals intoned, but Shen Yu ignored them, already standing. His Qi churned. The mortals actually had been useful—though now he had more questions than answers.

Lu Ri received Shen Yu’s silent demand once they removed themselves from the manor.

The pace increased.

→

For the first time since beginning their journey, the cultivators leapt. They travelled through the Qi desert, over the hills and the roads, heading farther and farther north. It was as if they were going back in time as spring regressed. The leaves on the trees shrank and the blossoms closed—they reached Verdant Hill two days after they left Pale Moon Lake City.

Lu Ri was gasping for air and Shen Yu was feeling a bit of strain himself, his wounds acting up slightly in the Qi-starved air. But as they travelled farther north, one thing was clear. There was more Qi up here. At least a little. It soothed their breath and the air stopped feeling so hostile.

They passed by an unfinished road and entered a tiny town, one of the most backwater places Shen Yu had ever seen.

Verdant Hill.

“He is supposed to be along the north road,” Lu Ri stated as they paused for a moment.

“Remain here,” Shen Yu commanded, and Lu Ri bowed. “I shall continue alone.”

Rou was close. He could feel it in his bones. His feet took him past another, even smaller village.

When he met the boy, he would get to the bottom of these outlandish tales!

↔

“All right, that’s it for the soybean field,” I muttered as I stared at the newly planted soil. I was rotating soybeans into the wheat fields we had used the previous year. Soybeans were nitrogen fixers—so that meant they could return at least some productivity to what we had going.

I mostly wanted to see what the effect was with my soil superpowers. Maybe there was something better than the four-field rotation I knew people used back home? And realistically, anything was better than pumping the ground full of chemical fertilizers and abusing things until they dropped.

I know fertilizer and pesticide has its place. Hell, it’s the reason we could feed so many people—but quite frankly, if I could avoid doing any of that shit here, I’d grab that opportunity with both hands.

Besides, I wasn’t trying to feed the world. Just myself and my family … though that family had been growing larger.

I turned from my new field and headed back to the farm.

I saw the ghost of a girl at the edge of my vision, riding around on Chunky’s back—I was still getting used to really seeing Tianlan out and about. She had been pretty quiet ever since she’d learned about what had happened to Xiaoshi, but I could tell she was getting better. There was a bounce in her step whenever she explored and watched us prep the fields.

Everybody else was doing their own thing; Meimei had gotten back not too long ago from Hong Yaowu, grumbling about how Gou had changed the village too much. Hey, the man was working his new know-how—and it looked to be going well.

I got back to the house, where she had just finished feeding our son. She patted his back until he burped, and then set him down for a nap.

Smiling, she turned to me …

And then sneezed.

She froze. She lifted her nose up like Ri Zu did to scent the air.

I scratched at my back, something touching the edges of my senses.

“What is that smell … What is that smell?” Meimei whispered, her eyes unfocused—before she reared back like she had just been punched.

“Jin! Something’s coming—!”

And then I felt it.

Something big was coming this way. My heart seized in my chest.

“Get everybody ready to hide,” I commanded, and then I was off before conscious thought really registered, the ghost of a little girl drifting beside me.

↔

Shen Yu sensed it. The mass of Qi heading towards him. It felt like an avalanche. Inevitable. Like a mountain, turning to face him.

This was not subtle at all. This was the roar of a dragon towards someone who dared to intrude upon his territory.

Shen Yu broke into a grin. Rou had sensed his intrusion—to do so meant he was leaps and bounds stronger than when he left his boy.

His steps got faster. He flared his own Qi in response, meeting the challenge with one of his own.

Rou’s Qi sped up, closing the distance. The earth rumbled.

Shen Yu brought his arm up and swung. It was a strike that would have bowled little Rou on his ass and sent him flying down the road when Shen Yu had left.

Instead, his arm met another man’s, thick with muscle and power.

It was like hitting a mountain. The air roared from the impact, and the earth shuddered.

Shen Yu allowed himself to be thrown backwards from the force of the strike. He landed, coming to an immediate stop, looking at the man who had blocked his attack.

Jin Rou’s face was set in an expression of pure determination. His Qi burned within him like a star; his eyes were pure and unclouded, fixed directly on Shen Yu.

The old man felt some of the pent-up worry fade as he saw those eyes. Those beautiful eyes. The same eyes Rou had had when he was a small boy shoveling shit to pay for his lessons. The same eyes he had when he skipped meals to better himself. The same eyes as when he took the punches the world threw at his head, and kept marching forwards.

It was still Rou. There was no Bu here. No monster wearing the flesh of a son.

Rou’s Qi spluttered. His guard faltered.

His face flashed through a myriad of emotions: hope, shock, relief, and a flash of love, before settling on confusion.

“Gramps?!” Jin Rou asked.

It was Rou. It was still Rou. He had grown a little, but it was still the boy Shen Yu had taught.

Rou had frozen completely, still in shock.

Which was why he was utterly unprepared when a bundle of dried horse dung struck him in the face.

“Have it back, you little shit!” Shen Yu roared as the boy spluttered. Shen Yu’s arms wrapped around the boy a moment later as he ruffled his grandson’s hair.

There were so many questions. So many things to look deeper upon—but for now, in that moment …

Shen Yu had his grandson.


Chapter 6
Jin Rou’s Grandfather


You kept it? How petty can you be, you old bastard?” Rou asked as he pulled some of the dung out of his hair. The exact same dung Rou had sent Shen Yu. He had kept it in his storage ring since he had gotten it.

Shen Yu laughed at the sheer incredulity in his voice.

“Of course I did! I had to return your gift—it was shit!”

Rou barked out a laugh, brushing himself off.

Shen Yu took the time to look the boy over while Rou dusted the last of the horse dung off his clothes. The similarities from his memory stood out first. The brown hair. The bright green eyes. The freckles dusting his cheeks. Rou looked annoyed … but his smirk betrayed him. That familiar little smirk that he always had when he was about to be a little shit—like the time he’d replaced Shen Yu’s wine with literal horse piss.

The cheeky little brat hadn’t died with his crippling. In his letter, he had said he was fine … but Shen Yu had doubts. One could lie in writing … here, in person, all was laid bare. Little could be hidden from his gaze. Rou was still there. He was still there, and still had some of the same core.

The smirk was where the familiarities ended for Shen Yu. Beyond that, the boy was different.

There was little that connected him to the child that Shen Yu had left in the care of his Sect. His muscles were larger. His face had lost that tiny bit of baby fat that had remained. And his eyes—ah, his eyes. So pure. So unclouded.

The physical was only the first change, however. What Shen Yu truly noticed—and what truly captured his attention—was his soul … Rou’s soul had transmuted the most during Shen Yu’s absence. He could feel Rou’s nature. When Shen Yu had left, Rou’s cultivation had been completely undefined: a foundation without anything built atop it.

Now, little Rou had built upon his foundation a mountain—unshrouded by mist and covered in verdant growth. A towering, mighty thing. Steadfast, yet full of life and brimming with vitality.

Shen Yu wanted to inspect deeper. To look upon what his grandson had built, celebrate its power, and give guidance where he saw flaws. He had been looking forwards to that moment since the day he had found Rou, to test what Rou would make of himself. He wanted to see the roots of Rou’s power even as the mountain slowly dissipated, becoming one with the world around them. As Lu Ri had said, his was a quiet, subtle power unless roused.

But etiquette demanded Shen Yu desist. It would be rude to push further into Rou’s soul to discover his secrets. Perhaps Rou would tolerate it because of their past relationship, but today Shen Yu would not push his luck. He did not wish to add to his ledger such an intrusion when he still had to seek forgiveness for his failure. He was not so naïve to think that Rou would ever forgive him completely for leaving him at the tender mercies of that little worm.

Shen Yu felt relief that Rou’s eyes still sparked. His soul felt uncorrupted. There were tastes of things he was not fond of: what felt like metal, welding things together—old damage that made Shen Yu grimace internally … and the taste of something that was not Rou. Something familiar yet alien, like an ancestor guardian spirit that some cultivators had.

Those spirits were always a handhold that stifled the cultivator’s growth, a poison pill that gave them power at the cost of their own might.

It could all wait, though. None of it was urgent nor dangerous to him yet.

Just as he examined Rou, he could feel the boy examining him in return. Rou’s eyes landed on the bandages around Shen Yu’s arm and the clothes he was wearing. His grandson’s Qi then surrounded Shen Yu, feeling almost suspicious. Probing gently and poking slightly harder than necessary.

Shen Yu tolerated it without rebuke, and after a long moment Rou cocked his head to the side. The entire world seemed to sigh as if it had held a breath until that moment. The sound of birds returned; the trees began once more waving in the returned wind. And the earth below his feet seemed to accept him, albeit grudgingly.

The silence stretched between them. Shen Yu was one who could march fearlessly ahead into grave danger, but for the first time in a long while, he hesitated, unsure exactly what to say.

What could he say? What could he say to a boy who likely felt like he had been completely abandoned in a viper’s den? Who had trusted Shen Yu and his judgment, only to have that trust betrayed.

Eventually, it was not Shen Yu who spoke, but Rou.

“It’s been a while, old man.” The words were heavy and filled with things unsaid. Shen Yu closed his eyes at them, unable to look Rou in the eyes.

“Indeed it has, little Rou,” Shen Yu replied, his words equally heavy. He allowed his true emotions to leak into them. His regret. His fury. His sorrow.

They paused again, the heavy mood not dissipating in the slightest.

“You didn’t let me say a proper goodbye, you know? You just told me to go to the Cloudy Sword Sect and disappeared. I thought that you would be gone forever. I didn’t even know if you were alive until you sent me that letter.” Rou’s voice was calm, distant, and matter-of-fact as he delivered those words to Shen Yu.

Each word hurt, because it was warranted. A rebuke well earned, yet gratifying in equal measure, because Rou had been thinking of him. Rou still cared for Shen Yu.

The man who stood near the pinnacle of the world disliked admitting he was wrong … and hated apologising even more. But he was no fool, nor was he so blind as to let his pride lead him.

So Shen Yu lowered his head.

“I am sorry for leaving you like that, little Rou. If the request was not what it was … I would have ignored it. I would have cast it into the fire and not thought twice about it,” Shen Yu returned. “But … I had to. It was a call that I could not refuse. So I sent you to what I thought to be the safest place in this world for you.”

Rou took a sharp breath. His brow furrowed, but no explosion of rage followed. No anger or frustration.

Instead, little Rou let out his breath with a sigh and looked towards the heavens.

“… I don’t blame you,” Rou finally said, and Shen Yu’s heart seized at the statement. “It isn’t your fault that somebody else hurt me. And … we all have things that we don’t want to do, but must.”

Shen Yu froze at the words. At the depth of understanding contained within.

What had he gone through in a mere few years, to know without explanation? To have the trappings of duty around him, like the mountain of his Qi?

“You’ve grown, little Rou,” Shen Yu whispered.

“I’ve had to,” was his reply.

Little Rou had grown without him.

He had grown into a man, and Shen Yu’s bitter regret at missing that growth mixed with pride that the boy had survived. His son had never understood.

The young man before him was calm. In control. He was illuminated by dappled sunlight as he turned his green eyes back to Shen Yu.

And a small smile once more found itself on his face. “It really is good to see you, Gramps,” Rou said as he started to walk forwards and opened his arms.

An embrace. Something rarely done between men. It left you too open.

“It’s good to see you too, my boy.”

Shen Yu stepped forwards and wrapped his arms around Rou. Their hands thumped on each other’s backs.

Rou was taller than him. Wider than him. More solid. It was not the body that Shen Yu had recommended he refine, but he could not deny that it seemed to suit him like his freckles and his smile, as he pulled back.

Things were not mended. Not yet. But it was a start. Far more than Shen Yu had hoped for.

“Look at you, little Rou. I remember when you were this tall!” Shen Yu exclaimed as he held his hand down to half the boy’s height. Rou chuckled. His muscles flexed and he brought one arm up, showing off a bulging biceps.

“I always eat my meat and veggies,” he replied good-naturedly. “And I’ve been eating real well since I’ve left the Sect.”

“Indeed. Your letter said as such—and also said something about a woman!” Shen Yu dug his elbow into Rou’s side and his eyebrows waggled.

“Yeah! I, uh … kinda got married.”

“You’re supposed to ask for your grandfather’s permission! But I’ll allow it at this time!” Shen Yu said. “Your next woman and her father can come and kowtow before me!”

Rou flushed and looked away before his face twisted slightly and he scratched his head. “Well … let’s stop standing around in the middle of the forest. Let me show you everything that I’ve built … and, well, reassure the people back home. It was kinda a dick move, old man, flaring your Qi like that. Scared the piss out of us!”

Shen Yu had the grace to be slightly embarrassed. Indeed, coming so close to Rou’s home like that was terribly uncouth.

“It’s just as well I have gifts, then! I’ll apologise to your wife for any distress I’ve caused her!”

If she is up to my standards, of course.

Rou shook his head and began to lead them back through the forest at a more sedate pace.

“And Rou?”

“Yeah?”

“I will explain to you everything I can. My word on it.”

Rou smiled. “Seems we’ve both got stories to trade.”

“But first! It was quite an adventure to get to you, little Rou! Let me tell you a tale of my travels—and of the beauties I laid eyes upon!”

Rou rolled his eyes, but his smile widened.

→

They walked as mortals for around half an hour, heading down the road, and Shen Yu relayed the highlights of the trip to Rou. The parts he had liked … or at least tolerated, when the boy Lu Ri had been in his care.

“And then, Lu Ri says, ‘Indeed, these were ladies of utmost skill!’ That man! I dare say his stools are composed of diamonds!”

Rou’s laugh echoed through the forest.

“Come on, Senior Brother isn’t that bad.” Rou took a swig from the bottle Shen Yu had offered him, and then glared at the wine. “More importantly, are you sure this isn’t horse piss, old man?”

“How dare you! It’s the finest wine from Raging Waterfall Gorge!”

“I don’t believe you,” Rou deadpanned, and shoved the bottle back at him.

Shen Yu took the bottle back. “Then you get me a better drink!” he demanded.

“Oh? I think I just might,” Rou said, a hint of challenge in his voice.

[image: Jin Rou, dark-haired in layered clothing, embraces Gramps, a white-haired older man with long hair who appears to be crying, their faces pressed close together in an intimate moment as petals through the air around them.]

Shen Yu raised an eyebrow but let the challenge go as they continued their walk. They walked side by side, like how they used to whenever they’d roamed Crimson Crucible City.

In his mind, Shen Yu contrasted little Rou stalking resolutely forwards with a scowl on his face with the centered man before him.

The little smile wouldn’t leave Shen Yu’s lips.

They travelled until they came to a fence with an open gate. A wooden, rustic thing, with two signs upon it. One was of a maple leaf of some kind, though it was spikier than Shen Yu was used to, and the other declared Beware of Chicken.

It would have been an utterly absurd sign in any other case. Except that there was a magnificent red rooster perched atop the fence right by the sign.

The chicken moved faster than a mortal eye could track. Shen Yu watched with amusement as the creature landed in front of Rou.

It was one thing to be told that there was a Profound-level chicken in service to Rou. It was quite enough to see one.

“Master, you are well?” the rooster boomed, bowing low to Rou. Utter respect and deference were in the cock’s body, even as one gimlet eye fixed on Shen Yu. “We received your reassurances, but …”

The old expert’s eyebrow rose.

Now that … that was a rarity indeed. In all of Shen Yu’s life, he had never seen a chicken as powerful or able—and he had supped on the fruits of Shou Taihan’s labours. The mad man who had created artificial Spirit Beasts, although the experiment had proved unfeasible; the creatures required too many resources put into them.

Yet here, in this Qi desert, was a chicken with a solid foundation and the bearing of a true cultivator. The beast’s body and mind were clearly refined in battle. He was a naked blade, pointedly observing Shen Yu. In this morsel that looked to be fit only for a pot, Shen Yu saw skill and understanding eclipsing humans of the same level.

It was utterly fascinating. He knew not what Rou was doing, cultivating this creature, but he hoped to find out in the future.

“Yeah. I’m fine,” Rou told the chicken gently, like a father comforting a child. “You remember how I told you about Gramps? Well … this is the old man.”

Shen Yu’s smile widened at the simple title Rou had called him by. Rou … Rou had never exactly figured out who Shen Yu was … and it was better that way.

What surprised Shen Yu, however, was what the rooster did next.

“Fa Bi De pays his respects to Grandfather,” the rooster intoned, sweeping into a picture-perfect bow. A martial salute of unparalleled quality.

If Shen Yu had to say it … it was quite possibly the finest and most admirable bow he had ever received.

And it was from a Spirit Beast his grandson had raised.

His smile widened further.

“Oho? You’re a polite creature, are you not?”

“To be polite costs one nothing. To be impolite has the potential to cost one everything,” the rooster replied as it rose from its bow.

Wisdom from a rooster. Shen Yu had lived a long life, and yet even to a man as old as him this was a new level of bizarre.

“There are others, are there not … a sibling? Or perhaps a niece? A Rou Tigu?” Shen Yu asked Rou pointedly.

Little Rou nodded. “I’ll explain everything when we meet the others,” he said as he waved his hand, leading the way forwards past the gate. The rooster leapt to his shoulder, though he kept glancing back at Shen Yu. “Come on in, old man.”

Shen Yu took a swig from his wine and entered the gate.

It was like getting punched in the nose.

It turned from night to day. From desert, to lush forest. From a barren waste, to Qi.

A shimmering, scintillating jewel. An oasis that would not be out of place in the wider world. He could feel the power here. The sublime peace and the near miasma of Qi that rose from the ground, utterly perfect for cultivation.

Shen Yu lapsed into silence as they crested the hill, and Rou paused. Paused as he stared out over rice paddies, freshly sown fields, and gentle rolling hills.

There was in the distance a manor house, on an island between two rivers. A great barn rose up nearby, with cows and sheep gamboling around it. He could hear the sound of a crashing drop hammer, and along one of the paths lay a building made entirely of glass that glimmered faintly in the sunlight. In the saturated, waving flowers, a bee, thick with Qi, locked its compound eyes onto Shen Yu—as did thirty of its siblings—before dismissing him.

“This was all rocks and dead trees two years ago.” Rou said wistfully. “I’d like to think I did a good job, eh?”

“You built this?”

“With my own two hands … well, and with help,” he said with a smile, glancing at the rooster.

Shen Yu stared at the world around him. The colours were brighter. The sky was bluer.

Little Rou had found—no, crafted—an oasis in a desert … built a place to call his own.

Shen Yu kept walking, staring around at this farm that was not just a farm. At the fields, packed with Qi. At the presence of the earth and sky. Some of his wounds twitched—a slight amount of the demonic poison within being burned away simply from being in this place.

He took a breath. The easiest breath he had taken since he set foot in the Azure Hills.

“There’s everybody waiting for us,” Rou said. “Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

Shen Yu, entranced by the sky above, returned his gaze to the earth once more.

His eyes locked onto the assembled members of Rou’s household, who waited for them before the manor house. With them was a tanned, rustic-looking girl, who had a resemblance to Rou. Beside her were lined up a row of Spirit Beasts: a rat, two pigs, a rabbit, a snake, a monkey, and an ox. Shen Yu nearly had to double-take at the presence of the dragon, the beast nodding at Rou.

A dragon. Just what was going on here?

There were cultivators here as well as a mortal. Two men, who looked to be brothers. A woman, most assuredly a Young Mistress of some Sect, stood at attention with them, too close to the monkey-ish boy to be Rou’s woman. There was a rather fetching mortal woman and a boy, both the farthest away from the center. They had likely sworn themselves into his service, and Shen Yu felt a spike of pride at that. Obtaining fealty from others already, was he?

But they were weak, and so Shen Yu dismissed them. Instead, he looked towards the center of the formation.

There were two there. One a freckled maid, who had retreated a few steps. She was rubbing at her nose, with distaste.

He locked on to the other woman, standing at the ready, with several jade-green swords floating around her.

Ah, Rou’s woman.

Shen Yu had met a great many beauties in his life—and Rou’s woman? It was no wonder she had captured him so utterly. She was truly stunning, even among the women Shen Yu had seen in his time.

A noble face, with plump red lips. Creamy white skin that held a slight, inviting flush. The hint of red makeup around crystal-blue eyes, as pure as the sky. A body that was lush in all the right places—or downright decadent, in the case of her chest.

For her cultivation, in the Profound Realm … she was one of the most beautiful women he had ever encountered. There was no fey, ethereal allure. Her body was yet to be refined, and already she was at this level.

If she hadn’t been Rou’s …

“It’s okay, everybody. Sorry for the scare. But this … this is my grandfather. He’s come to visit.”

Noises of surprise abounded.

“Indeed. I am Shen Yu,” he said, his eyes still on the beautiful woman. “So, you’re Rou’s … wife, eh?” he asked her, looking the woman up and down. “Not bad, boy!”

Everybody else flinched, and the beautiful fairy cringed. The one beside her cleared her throat, stepping forwards from where she had stepped back. Her nose was scrunched up, like she smelled something foul.

His eyes turned from the great beauty to the little blemished thing, who did, on second glance, have a fantastic set of hips.

“Welcome to our home, Honoured Grandfather. This one is Hong Meiling,” she said gracefully. “Wife of Rou Jin.”

Huh.

She was … not quite what Shen Yu was expecting.

“Please be welcomed into our home.”

The world paused. The freckled woman, who looked slightly in pain, sneezed.

“Rou, a wife and Mistress already?” he demanded, staring at his grandson with pride.

Rou hesitated.

“I’ll get her into bed one of these days,” Meiling joked under her breath. The woman paused, as she seemed to realise what she just said.

The beautiful fairy’s face turned crimson, and her eyebrow twitched.


Chapter 7
Meet the Family


There was a brief moment of silence as the beautiful fairy turned to glare at the freckled maid, who was still rubbing at her nose. Her eyes were unfocused. Then, branches and bits of rock shot up from the ground to start bouncing off the shorter woman’s head.

The assault, however, was taken with amusement.

Some of the tension broke. There were a few chuckles, and Rou even groaned at what the short woman had said.

Shen Yu raised an eyebrow at the woman’s audacity. She didn’t appear particularly angry that the beautiful cultivator had been mistaken for Rou’s wife. Instead, she looked up at Shen Yu and held up four fingers, a little smirk on her face, as she rolled her eyes.

“Fourth time,” she mused. “If I get to ten, do I get a prize?”

She is keeping a tally of how many times this particular misunderstanding has happened.

A laugh bubbled up out of Shen Yu’s own throat.

She was an amusing girl. Rou looked mildly exasperated when he stepped up to stand beside her. In that moment Shen Yu could never doubt the love his grandson held for the maid. His smile … it was the same smile he had whenever he’d spoken of his departed parents. The love and affection in his gaze was clear, and the woman returned his smile with a matching one of her own.

For Shen Yu, though, when she turned back to meet his eyes, the expression was notably less charitable. A cool-yet-respectful courtly nod was his reception. If this had been a noble house, he was sure a fan would have hidden her face and shown him just what she thought of him. It was impressive. Raising an eyebrow at Rou, he responded to the young woman.

“Ha! My apologies, girl.”

She was … intriguing.

Intriguing, because Shen Yu had never seen a woman whose entire cultivation was composed of medicinal Qi. Like with Little Rou, just beneath the surface there was something about her.

She was a cultivator and yet she was afflicted with mortal sneezing? There was nothing that could really cause her to sneeze in the air, and there was nothing at first glance that said she was sick— yet whenever she looked at Shen Yu her nose wrinkled.

Some sort of Qi-sensory ability? Not uncommon, but he was suppressing his power. Curious, he let out a bit of his Qi … and the woman’s expression remained unchanged.

Very, very interesting.

“Yeah. This is Meimei. I talked about her in the letter,” Rou casually said. She’s my wife, and the mother of our son.”

Shen Yu’s thought stuttered to a stop as abruptly as Brother Ge had that one time he’d face-planted into the Five-Elements Barrier formation instead of punching through it.

Married and a child, in two years. He had forgotten how fast the young could move. He swallowed thickly.

“You didn’t mention that in your letter,” he said.

Rou shrugged. “Still didn’t know if I was gonna see you again.”

“And the child?”

“He’s inside, asleep,” the woman said softly.

Shen Yu sucked in a breath. This … this was all going very, very differently than he had imagined it.

Finally, he nodded. “Then let’s finish up here! My boy, let me see your legacy! Are these all the people of your … household?”

“Yes.” Rou said. The short woman nodded to the others, so that they would begin their introductions. “You’ve already met Bi De, so!”

First up was the beautiful one.

“This one is Cai Xiulan, Honoured Grandfather,” the fairy said, forging ahead despite her embarrassment. “It is a pleasure to meet the grandfather of my Sworn Brother.”

Shen Yu raised an eyebrow at the statement. Sworn Sister? He would have to get the story about that …

And just like that, it seemed that it was rather orderly. There was a set procedure to this.

“This one is Rou Tigu, old man! You taught my Master? You have to be super strong!” The tanned girl marched forwards, her eyes sparking. He could see the similarity to Jin in the frame of her face.

“Indeed, I did, little one,” he said—and the girl’s eyes sparkled. She was in the Profound Realm already, her power radiating from her body, and her Qi was as excited as she was.

She was stronger than Rou had been when Shen Yu had left him to the Cloudy Sword Sect. Her form was utterly impeccable despite her childish demeanor, and beneath the surface he sensed a predator lying in wait. He half expected her to attempt to strike him then and there to test Shen Yu’s strength, but the girl refrained. Calmly bowing to him, she raised her palm. Swift as the breeze, a form leapt onto the waiting hand—a rat wearing robes with the same symbol as the humans, one who bowed formally upon her appearance.

He eyed it warily, remembering one particularly aggravating time in the sewers of Fire Lotus City when he was young, with their plague of rat-men. But this was no twisted monstrosity; she smelled of medicinal herbs, and her Qi spoke of one in the fifth stage of the Initiate’s realm. This was a small, well-groomed creature with the air of a Spiritual Doctor, who spoke in the Qi-speech of Spirit Beasts.

‘Hong Ri Zu greets Honoured Grandfather.’

She rose from her bow and seemed to tremble slightly at his gaze before scurrying back into Tigu’s hair.

This was Rou’s wife’s apprentice? Introduced as … as an equal. The same way that Jin had introduced the magnificent rooster. She even had the same surname as Rou’s wife.

Shen Yu stroked his beard as he glanced from the rat to the chicken. Rou was not the kind of boy to feed, clothe, and form true attachments with anything he meant to betray. But what other purpose would he have for Spirit Beasts? Their actions were so human. Completely human. Most Awakened Spirit Beasts were incomplete—driven by rage and spite, twisted mockeries of men. The vast majority simply acted on impulse, exhibiting no true understanding.

Yet these were tame, docile, intelligent beings who were given respect and gave it in turn. They spoke words of wisdom, and thus, they were … servants? Something to study? Outer Sect Disciples? For all that little Rou had said he’d given up cultivation in his letter … it certainly looked like he had made a Sect of his own.

The next pair to be introduced left him even more confused.

He glanced down as a boar came forwards to greet him, a sow trotting beside him much like a dutiful wife.

Shen Yu had travelled far and wide. In his travels he had once met a group of tribal monks; powerful cultivators in their own right, they strived for the heavens in their own way. They sought something they called nirvana. A state of utter peace and contentment. A concept that Shen Yu had thought was of dubious use at the time. He had been told men strived for lifetimes to achieve it.

If those strange monks could witness the creature before him, they surely would have spat blood.

Never before had Shen Yu seen a being at such peace with the world and with itself. All he could do was stare as the boar approached him—a towering titan and a speck of dust at the same time.

The boar bowed, then moved forwards and sniffed him, nosing at Shen Yu’s hand; a moment later, the creature deposited a satchel full of nuts in Shen Yu’s grasp.

‘Friend,’ the boar decided.

Shen Yu stared at the gift, then turned his eyes back to the boar.

“Thank you,” he ventured to the creature.

The boar nodded. He withdrew and his companion came forwards.

‘It is an honour to meet such a distinguished gentleman,’ the sow said after it bowed to Shen Yu. ‘Should you need anything, I shall endeavor to make it so. Please do not hesitate to call upon me!’

Shen Yu nodded, amused by the imperious tone, but his attention was primarily fixed on the boar’s small gift. After a second of hesitation, he opened the small satchel and then popped a nut in his mouth.

There was nothing special about it. It wasn’t poisoned, and it wasn’t filled with Qi.

It went well with the lingering taste of wine. It was a simple kindness, but it was appreciated.

After the boar, there came two boys: Xong Yun Ren and Gou Ren, brothers. The first had the appearance of a fox, with an Artifact Blade of not inconsiderable power on his hip. The other was solid-looking, with a bandana of tribal colours on his brow.

A fox and a monkey, and both were nearly as powerful as Rou had been when Shen Yu had left.

A bombastic voice cut in—the tone an anchor of normality in this sea of strangeness. The arrogance and pitch were a familiar refrain he had heard a hundred thousand times. “Welcome, Old Master! Liu Xianghua, Young Mistress of the Misty Lake Sect, pays her respects!”

After her picture-perfect martial salute, one hand transferred to her hip and the other flung out her hair in a move that looked practised.

After her, Bowu was introduced … a mortal, apparently, and yet the Young Master of that same Sect.

Meihua, a girl who had her own babe on her back, a friend to Meiling. A snake, a rabbit, and a monkey, Spirit Beasts all. An ox who simply bowed his head, the aura of a sword cultivator about him.

Finally, the dragon sidled up to him. It looked like a sleazy salesman even as it bowed politely, which only piqued Shen Yu’s curiosity further.

‘Do you have any snacks from outside the province?’ the beast asked, and Shen Yu snorted, amused at the request. Feeling generous, he tapped his storage ring and handed over a bag of his favourite wine nuts.

The dragon’s eyes widened with glee, and he immediately popped one into his mouth.

“Why do you stay around here, noble dragon?” Shen Yu asked the creature. A dragon could barely be called a Spirit Beast, being something nobler and mightier than a base creature. It was even said that a dragon was what had first taught man to cultivate. Occasionally, one would be found as the guardian of a village, or living in a beautiful lake.

The righteous normally left the great beasts be, and the docile ones rarely attacked unless provoked, but the reagents one could harvest from the creatures were often too powerful for the unscrupulous to ignore.

This one was the weakest dragon Shen Yu had ever encountered, its power nothing compared to the mighty beasts that he had met who could shatter the very heavens. But it was still a dragon. Here, in this Qi desert, active and friendly.

‘I wash the dishes’ was the great beast’s boastful answer, chest puffed up with pride.

“… you wash Rou’s dishes.”

‘And water the plants. You can thank me after dinner.’

Shen Yu stared back blankly at the beast before he cracked, roaring with laughter at the sheer absurdity.

The old man had been around for a very, very long time—and that was the most absurd thing he had ever been told.

No wonder they’re not reagents when they’re this amusing!

“Rou! Quite a motley collection you have here! I can’t say I know what you’re doing here,” he declared, a smile on his face, “but … not bad, boy.” There was a slight tenseness in the boy’s shoulders that dissipated. Worry or fear, perhaps?

“Does that mean we can spar?” Tigu interjected eagerly, already getting into a stance. Shen Yu chucked at the eagerness.

“Not yet,” Meiling said in a stern tone to the girl, then turned to Shen Yu. She had a complicated expression on her face. “There’s one more.”

Shen Yu was invited into the house, and to a little bundle of blankets.

Amethyst eyes, cheeks flushed with freckles.

And already, a tiny, burgeoning spark of Qi.

The babe smiled at him.

Rou certainly had crafted something wonderful for himself.

His heart had been hurt, his resolve in some ways damaged.

But here, he was healing from the events that had transpired. In spite of his words about quitting cultivation … this was perfect.

Little Rou would heal. His babe would grow, and so would the power of his home.

Shen Yu would take the long view. He would limit himself to a few words here and there, so that Rou would start to spread his wings and range far and wide from the nest he had crafted for himself.

But for now, Little Rou could rest on his laurels. Shen Yu would even aid him, because he too needed a rest. And what better way to relax than in this strange new place that healed his grandson?

He smiled back at Rou’s flesh and blood.

He was content, for the moment.

→

“Here I come, old man!” Rou Tigu shouted. She was a whirring ball of Qi constructs and death. If she had fought Rou two years ago, she would have rended him into a hundred pieces.

Already she had a movement technique, the beginnings of a refined body, and sword intent that was in the beginning stages of truly expressing itself.

She was utterly magnificent, for a Profound-Level cultivator—and she was enthusiastic and eager to do well. She had no care how much Qi she expended, her focus only on learning as much as she could.

Shen Yu appreciated it each time he tilted his head slightly or stepped out of the way. Of course, the girl had no hope of striking him. He could see the calculation in her eyes, and each minute dodge Shen Yu performed made her focus her intent further, increasing the pace and precision of her strikes.

For any teacher—for any Sect—she would have been a valued disciple on her combat learning alone.

With a flick of a single finger, he shattered every Qi blade, and with that same finger he pinned Rou Tigu to the ground. The tanned and muscled girl went limp immediately at the defeat … before grinning brightly, so much like Rou.

“Not bad, little one,” Shen Yu complimented her, allowing her up.

“Thanks, old man! You’re good! As expected of the man who taught my Master!”

She sprang up instantly, unconcerned by her defeat, and began some cooldown stretches.

Shen Yu smiled at her and turned his gaze to the surroundings. He took a breath of the fantastically pure air.

He couldn’t help but grin again. Rou had taken him around the farm, showing Shen Yu all he had crafted. Some of it, like the barn, was so mundane and mortal, but it was interspersed with wonders. The fields were full to bursting with Qi. There was a house made of glass, and a still that distilled that divine nectar, alcohol, that Rou promised him a taste of.

But everything, everything looked like it had the capability to grow. The still especially. Today, mortal spirits. Tomorrow, a mash of the finest Spiritual Herbs.

Any mortal noble would have killed for this land; quite a few Sects would have as well. Hells, the Cloudy Sword Sect would take one look at the Seven Fragrance Jewel herbs and ask if Rou wished to be a supplier for them—and all Rou had said was that they were “good seasoning.”

It was utterly absurd, and twice as amusing. He even had what Shen Yu was quite confident were Divine Peach saplings—that were growing. Apparently the dragon had brought them back from one of his adventures.

The people here were quite refreshing too. He turned back to Tigu, who had finished her stretches. Several of the other Spirit Beasts were looking on, as were the humans.

There was the one Young Mistress—and the more Shen Yu watched her, the more sure he was that the girl was acting. There were simply too many little tells. Particularly the fact that the mortal boy laughed at her whenever she made a bombastic claim … and her lips twitched every time she heard it.

Most astonishingly? There were no egos to burst. They understood their own strengths very well and, like the Cloudy Sword Sect, traded pointers often to grow.

It was like a mortal’s imagination of some idealised martial group.

Shen Yu shook his head. There was one thing he was curious about, however, and had yet to ask about.

“How long have you been cultivating, Tigu?” he finally inquired.

“Two years!” she replied cheerfully, glancing up from where she had been talking to the little rat.

Shen Yu paused at the statement. “And yourself, Bi De?”

“I am approaching my second year of cultivation as well,” the rooster replied. “I first awakened under my Master’s care in the summer before last, and the wisdom of our Great Master’s teachings ever propels us to new heights.”

Rou had raised multiple students right up to, and in some cases past, the edge of the Initiate’s Realm. For many powerful families, that would be nothing noteworthy. For Rou? Either these were all transcendent talents … or little Rou had simply grown that much in two years.

Either way, it was something fascinating, a feat to take pride in. He was in the midst of pondering it when the ox came before Shen Yu, a plow hitched to his back.

Amused, he answered the unspoken question. “Oh? Show me.”

The ox nodded. He set down his plow and made one cut—long, and … almost perfect. His sword intent was clear. Shen Yu could see the minute imperfections and obvious deficiencies, but it was still a damn good cut.

Shen Yu, the Unconquered Blade … could not even be surprised. An entire menagerie of Spirit Beasts, cultivators that a thousand masters might wish to be their disciples. Diligent, humble talents.

How absurd was it that these base beasts were more respectable than most humans Shen Yu had met in his long, long life?

“Rou!” he demanded, and the boy poked his head out of the house where he was aiding his woman in preparing Shen Yu a meal. It already smelled quite good.

“Yeah, Gramps?”

“Your little beasts are magnificent! I approve!”

Rou’s surprise was clear … and his bright smile genuine.

Soon enough, dinner was served at the long, communal table. They had upon their plates the bounty of spring and the last preserves of the fall. And indeed, they were seasoned with Seven Fragrance Jewel herbs.

Shen Yu took a bite of dinner, and his eyes widened. He then took a sip of the strong spirit Rou had poured for him, refined from countless potatoes.

The dragon looked at Shen Yu with a smug smile. ‘I watered those,’ he declared.

Shen Yu nodded back to the noble beast.

“Thank you for your bounty, dragon,” he replied with good humour.

The dragon nodded, the very picture of regality.

Less than an hour later, he ruined the image by turning into a fat carp and licking the leftover sauce off the plates. No pride whatsoever, that one, but … oddly respectable in the strangest way.

They spoke long into the night—small talk, as Shen Yu regaled them with stories of Rou’s youth.

Tonight, there would be no heavy conversations. Simply a day of reconnecting and getting to act as the grandfather to Rou’s friends and servants.

Shen Yu went into the room provided for him. He was growing to like this odd place.

↔

Meiling took deep, calming breaths as she ascended the stairs to the upper hallway. A bucket full of water was in one hand, and she carried with her medicine made from dragon’s breath, a copper wire, and chalk.

Dinner had gone surprisingly well. Xiulan had still been a bit upset with Meiling for what she had blurted out earlier that afternoon, but in her defence, she hadn’t exactly been thinking straight when she had said it.

She had been much too distracted by the thing that had arrived at their home.

Shen Yu. A monster wearing the guise of an old man.

She could smell his titanic power. A burning, unfathomable might, forged into the shape of a sword. It was so strong she could taste it. It defied her senses to pin it down completely: Untamable. Unconquerable. Unknowable. Her sinuses throbbed from simply being near him, a hairsbreadth away from splitting open, so sharp was his Qi.

He was stronger than Jin. Stronger than Jin and Tianlan combined? Judging by the way the Qi beneath the earth was pulling like a pump, drawing energy in case they needed to defend themselves, the answer was most likely. She could even feel nervousness from Tianlan. Jin felt it too, but he remained confident the old man wouldn’t try anything. Shouldn’t try anything.

After everything … he still trusted the old man. The others seemed to be warming to him too. Tigu, of course, had challenged him right away. He pinned her effortlessly, amusement dancing over his features as Shen Yu praised her skill.

The Xong brothers howled with laughter as Shen Yu had regaled them with a story of Jin from his childhood, when he’d replaced Shen Yu’s wine with piss. Even stoic Bei Be had looked on with approval as the man absently made a cut that eclipsed everything the ox had done.

But Meiling felt a cold fear settle in her stomach while she watched him. The monster was playing house, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going to take Jin away from them.

More, she sensed something deeper within him that called to her power. Shen Yu hid much of his nature; none of the others seemed to notice it. None of the others sensed it. His Qi was deep below the surface. Hidden from the rest of them. Despite that, she could smell the smoke and acrid scent of a demon’s poison. He was hurt, badly enough that even through his power she could smell it.

Shen Yu’s body was fighting it without aid. Winning, against the potent killing strength of the demonic taint. Even if she did nothing, he would be fine.

But she stood in front of the door to his gifted room, her usual tools at the ready anyway. Fear would never stop her from doing her duty.

Meiling took a calming breath, then knocked on the door.

“You may enter,” the old man called after a moment, and she opened the door.

Shen Yu was seated upon his new bed, staring at a piece of glass crafted by Miantiao. It glittered in the light shed by the candles.

“Hello, Grandfather,” she started, even as her nose wrinkled at the smell. “If it pleases you, I would aid you with your wounds.”

Shen Yu looked up from his study of Miantiao’s glass. For a moment, she felt his whole attention on her. She gazed into his summer-sky eyes. A glimpse behind the veil at the monster within. It shook her deeply, but she withstood it. “Who am I to deny my boy’s wife?” he asked, tone slightly condescending.

“Jin told me you were more likely to refuse,” she said with a theatrical sigh even as she laid down her tools. “A stubborn old man, he said.”

“I certainly don’t deny that, little miss.”

“How did demonic essence get into your wounds, anyway?” She began to draw the formation. The old beast glanced at her movements, giving a moment’s consideration before dismissing her utterly as a threat.

“By fighting them, of course. There was quite a large battle.” Jin’s grandfather’s voice was as conversational as hers, and then his eyes locked on to her. “You can sense it? I’m impressed. If the bloodline of the Celestial Constellation Soul Art were not extinct, I would guess that it ran within your veins.”

Meiling shifted uncomfortably at the statement, stilling for a moment before returning to her work.

“But let me ask you a question, what do I feel like to you, Hong Meiling?”

Meiling stopped her work and looked him in the eye, facing him. “A monster,” was her honest reply.

The old cultivator barked out a laugh. “More accurate than most, I would say. I have done some monstrous things … and even more heroic ones. There are stories about me, you know? Legends … though I don’t know if they have reached these hills.”

“There are no tales of a man with your name that I have heard,” Meiling said, and the old man shrugged.

“Alas! I am unknown to my granddaughter!” He chuckled again. “You don’t like me, do you, girl?”

Meiling paused at the question of the cultivator … and then, with a feeling of a small hand placed on her back, she spoke her mind.

“You insulted him. You belittled him. You hurt him. Your choices nearly got him killed. Tell me a woman who could forgive someone who did that to her husband.” Her voice was calm, though she was filled with a quiet fury. For a while, Jin had had a damn complex about his strength and skills. One that he had seemingly moved past, but … Meiling worried that it would return with the advent of this old man. “And I’m not sure your visit is a good thing for him, either.”

The old monster considered her words, then smiled indulgently. “Your words are good, Hong Meiling. Know that this Shen Yu approves of them. I dare say you are one of the finest wives I have ever met in my life. Continue! I shall allow you to ask me whatever you please.”

“What are your plans for Jin?” Meiling asked simply.

“For now? To see and hear all he has done. He will rest a while; he will grow this place to whatever heights he chooses. I will not begrudge him that. But he will once more soar in the skies.” The old man’s eyes were utterly confident. “Fear not, little one. He shall always come back to you. To abandon this place would be foolish … and we all need a place to rest our heads.”

“And what if he doesn’t join you?” Meiling said, defiant. “What if he refuses your demands of him? Tell me, Shen Yu. How conditional is your love for him?”

The old man froze. The sword born out of the stars’ unchained fury mulled over her question … before once more smiling. “It’s a shame you don’t like me, little one. Because I dare say I like you. If only all women were so bold as to walk into a monster’s den like you have.”

It didn’t escape her that he hadn’t answered the question.

Perhaps that was an answer in itself.

They lapsed into silence as she completed the formation. A copper wire was stuck under the bandage.

“You dislike me, but you will still attempt to treat me?” Shen Yu asked, once more in the guise of the affable grandfather now that the time for questions had passed.

“Yes” was the reply. “Now, this may feel uncomfortable. Remain still.”

Meiling pulled out the flask of medicine that she had made with Wa Shi. It was most of their remaining stock … but Meiling couldn’t really smell the extent of the damage, smothered as it was by Shen Yu’s Qi.

Healing a monster to curry favour.

Honestly this was rather foolish, but Jin had seemed … quite concerned when she’d told him that the old man had been injured.

Preparations completed, she clapped her hands together and pulled. Her medical Qi rose—with a wave of gold following behind it.

The water instantly turned into black sludge. The copper wire corroded into dust. The sparkling medicine turned dull and inert.

Meiling opened her eyes, shocked. There was still so much in there!

She looked up at the old monster, expecting a rebuke. Instead, he looked just as shocked as she was.

And then the humour came back.

“It seems that little Rou is very, very good at collecting mighty allies.”

↔

Shen Yu stared at the door, as Rou’s woman—no, as Hong Meiling left. She had clearly been distracted, thinking about what she could do differently the next time.

Rou … what kind of place is this, you crazy boy? Shen Yu wondered.

A large amount of Demonic Qi, something that would have to be carefully ground down over months or, more probably, years … had been removed in moments. Shen Yu had estimated it would take around ten years to fully rid himself of the poison, and that estimate was now down to eight. More curiously, her Qi had peaked at the Earth Realm during the process, a wave of cleansing gold and medicine.

“What if he refuses your demands of him? Tell me, Shen Yu. How conditional is your love for him?”

Shen Yu sighed. He always had trouble dealing with perceptive women.

To her question … he had no current answer.

Doubts chewed at the back of his mind, returning after being banished over the course of the day.

What if Rou wanted nothing to do with any of Shen Yu’s plans to build the boy as a true cultivator? What if he couldn’t convince the boy?

Shen Yu grimaced, then began meditating on the answer.


Chapter 8
Whole


It was a pleasant spring night. Not too hot, but neither was it cold. The air was filled with the sounds of crickets and frogs coming out of hibernation and getting their groove on … though they were nowhere to be seen.

The sky was full of thin cracks, radiating golden light. They shone and pulsed with shared power, but they had been growing thinner and thinner as the world healed.

A young man sat on the veranda of a house. It was an odd-looking thing: a clash of styles that had completely different priorities and philosophies but somehow managed to look pleasing.

The young man was tall and broad, with freckles on his cheeks and a soft smile on his face. His right eye was closed. There was, oddly, a mirror beside him.

“You know, I honestly wasn’t expecting the old man to visit,” a voice said from beside the young man, and he turned to look at the mirror. In the strange, silver thing, he saw his reflection. The same freckles. The same exact face … save that the face in the mirror had his left eye closed.

“Yeah, it’s good to see the old bastard again,” Rou replied. At the moment it was … difficult to see where Rou ended and Jin began.

He wasn’t really “asleep” these days. It was more like … well, it was like they were just one guy. Even in this place, where there were half memories of them being near fully separate, connected only by their feet … they were one. The conversation was more like he was talking to himself, rather than talking to somebody else. Even though Jin had let Rou’s side … come to the fore, as it was, to see Gramps again.

“It’s … a little strange to really see him,” Jin murmured. “Honestly? I thought the old man would be taller.”

“Yeah. I got taller. We got taller. Shit, we’re damn huge now,” Rou mused. Three years. It was a long time, and yet Gramps, aside from the bandages, looked exactly the same as when he’d left.

“The wonders of eating well,” Jin deadpanned, then started to flex. “Just look at these things.”

Rou clenched his own fist and looked down at his arms. No matter how inefficient it was for a cultivator to be this big, well, he couldn’t deny that he liked it.

And Meimei liked it too.

They both laughed.

After a moment, Rou spoke.

“So … what did ya think of him?”

Jin, the man in the mirror—or was Rou the man in the mirror?— considered the question.

“He’s better with kids than I would have thought,” Jin admitted.

“Yeah. I wasn’t expecting the old bastard to know what gentle means! He hung me upside down by my ankle as punishment more times than I care to count!” Rou declared, smiling as he was, remembering the tender care Gramps had lifted Xiao De with. The bright smile on the man’s face as the babe had reached for his beard was priceless.

“He got along well with everybody … besides Meimei at least. I don’t think she likes him,” Jin continued, his voice soft.

“Yeah. Yeah, he did. You see Yun’s face when he told us about the Soaring Heaven’s Isles? Or when he started critiquing Big D’s form?”

It was nice. Gramps, getting along with Rou’s new family. Like he had dreamed about.

“He seemed to think we were doing a pretty good job with things, too.” Gramps had, for the first time, told him he had done a good job—with no conditions attached. The joy still bubbled in Rou’s gut.

“I should have kept the still a secret,” Rou said, shaking his head. “The old boozehound looked like he saw the heavens open for him when we told him what it does.”

Jin laughed again as they remembered the look of joy and greed on Gramps’s face. It was nice—Jin’s company had been growing more and more bearable. He would even say he liked the guy.

Either that or he had that “Stockholm syndrome” thing that Jin had told him about.

Rou snorted as he looked up at the sky, his smile growing wider on his face. The two of them lapsed into silence for a moment.

And then Jin spoke again. “He was playing it a bit close to his chest, though.”

The good mood faltered. The thing Rou had not wanted to see, yet Jin hadn’t been able to help but notice.

“He didn’t really talk about the whole cultivation thing, or the Cloudy Sword Sect stuff,” Rou agreed. But it wasn’t like they had brought it up either. For the day … Gramps was back. Rou had savoured the little moments, the pride in the old man’s eyes. But it was … tainted and slightly strained by words left unsaid. “I was just happy he was alive,” Rou said. He hated how vulnerable the sentiment made him sound.

Jin didn’t pounce on the obvious weakness.

Instead, his reflection turned to look at the sky as well. “What do you think about what Mei said? That he wants to convince us to become cultivators again?”

Meimei had confronted Gramps. The woman was nuts … but damn, Rou was impressed … and once again humbled that his wife was so willing to step up for his sake.

Rou took a deep breath. “I meant every word I said in that letter. I won’t leave.”

Perhaps, if Jin hadn’t been so … Jin, and saved the shattered soul that had been what was left of Rou, Gramps would have picked up instantly that something was wrong. Perhaps, if the relationship Rou had with Jin was any different, Rou would be raging—and hoping Gramps found out Rou had been broken and replaced.

But Jin Rou was Rou Jin. Some days, that separation wasn’t even there. Perhaps the final parts of the union between Jin and Rou had started when they’d defeated Zang Li. Or maybe the merge had happened when he’d first seen his son’s face.

Or maybe the separation had never existed at all, and this was just some insanely unhealthy coping mechanism, as Jin had joked. That he had made Rou, or Rou had made Jin, to handle the trauma of their death and the influx of foreign memories.

“Our therapists would need therapists,” Jin had often joked. Rou still found the idea of that profession strange. Well, most of Jin’s world was fucking weird—and that discounted the truly insane shit, like dank meeems.

Well, some of them were kind of funny. “Fuck around and find out” was truly an eloquent phrase, elegant in its concise crassness.

Rou sighed and glanced away from the mirror. “I’m not really looking forwards to this conversation. Sometimes I wish I had more problems that I could solve by punching them in the face.”

Jin snorted. “It would make things easier, yeah.”

“Well. When the old man wants to talk … we’ll talk,” Rou finally said. “We’ll face it together. Like we did with Zang Li,” he declared. His eyes bored into the sky of this strange place.

There was no need to discuss their plan of action. There were no doubts or worries from his other half that they would be in conflict over this.

He loved the old man. He really did.

But Rou had his own home now. His own family. He would hear what the old man had to say … and then decide his own future.

The gold cracks in the sky thinned. The mirror beside him disappeared.

The boundary between him and himself started to fade.

“You know, there’s usually an epic battle in the center of the mind before this thing happens. Feels sorta anticlimactic,” Jin mused.

“I can punch myself in the face if it makes you feel better,” Rou said. “And we both know I’d win that fight anyway.”

“Oh? But obviously, you’re the dark, broody side. So that means I win by default.” Jin laughed, as images from a bunch of books flooded Rou’s mind—in those, hundreds of protagonists hugged their darker halves spouting sappy lines about love and friendship and acceptance.

Rou sighed in disgust while Jin cackled, but he couldn’t quite keep the smirk off his face. Those stories were … well, he was kind of glad that Jin had liked them so much.

It was more idealism than an orphan from the streets of Crimson Crucible City could really handle at times … But Rou really did prefer a world that wasn’t as dark and depressing.

Jin Rou who was Rou Jin opened his other eye.

The night sky changed. To the dawn.

The place, deep in a fractured soul, sealed shut.

⬜

Shen Yu’s mood was little improved the next morning when he exited the room he had been given by Rou. He had meditated deeply upon the words of Hong Meiling … but they were words he had not wanted to hear.

The night had passed in the blink of an eye to his senses, yet he was still no closer to finding peace with her statement than when she had first spoken them.

Grudgingly, Shen Yu moved Hong Meiling up in his estimation again. Few could lay claim to the feat of stunning him so utterly he had no immediate answer. She was as audacious as any cultivator, that girl.

He rose with the rooster. Bi De’s voice carried a slight bit of Qi with it, invigourating all that heard the sound. Another interesting feat. Tou Le would have paid an entire castle for that ability.

Once up, he ventured down the stairs to breakfast, the day regimented as a mortal’s day. He frowned minutely at the sight of Hong Meiling nursing her son, but then he averted his eyes.

Instead, he gazed at the symphony of blades that was Cai Xiulan, cooking breakfast with a pig and a dragon.

It was amusing, and Shen Yu couldn’t help the smile that came to his face at the sight of a proud beast chopping vegetables.

Nor at the lovely sway of Cai Xiulan’s hips. The girl was an excellent dancer, and her voice was sweet.

There were footsteps, and the feeling of power. Shen Yu turned his eyes away from the kitchen to Little Rou.

His grandson smiled back at him. Shen Yu sucked in a breath at what he beheld. Little Rou’s eyes were conviction incarnate, and his spirit as serene as the boar Chun Ke.

“Good morning, Gramps,” he said as he poured Shen Yu tea.

The old man swallowed. “Good morning, Little Rou,” he returned as more and more Spirit Beasts and men entered the house, chatting with each other and sitting down at the table.

Shen Yu watched Rou with Hong Meiling’s words in his head. What if he doesn’t?

Above all, Shen Yu desired a legacy. Not in the sense of most men, with an heir of their blood.

No. What Shen Yu desired was a legacy of an ideal. A legacy of a journey, following Shen Yu’s footsteps … yet with his path still his own.

A man whose every advancement in cultivation was because of reagents that he gathered himself. A man who learned from others but did not fall into their dogma. A man who was tempted by everything that this world had to offer, experienced every pleasure and every pain, and still found the strength to separate himself from it, leaving but one thing behind—their footsteps for another to follow.

When Shen Yu ascended to the heavens, and to whatever lay out there … he would leave behind a man that was destined for the heavens.

A man who would find his own apprentice, teach him what Shen Yu had taught to him, and then ascend himself and join Shen Yu in the heavens.

A never-ending chain of Shen Yu’s Dao. Not because Shen Yu demanded it, but because the strength and value of his way would be self-evident to all who set foot upon it. A path challenged and challenged and challenged again … yet immaculate in its endurance, and perfect in its goal.

A journey from nothing to the top of the world.

Rou would understand. He had to understand.

He had to know that it was best for him to be the kind of man Shen Yu wanted him to be.


Chapter 9
The Heavens and the Earth


Breakfast for Shen Yu turned into an act. Hong Meiling would not have the satisfaction of knowing she had unsettled him. It was certainly petty of him, but one could never let a person know when a blow had found its mark.

He once more internally praised the slip of a girl—not even the Demon Commander had cut him so deeply.

It was rather easy, however, to slip back into the role of Gramps. The surroundings distracted him, and his laughs turned genuine. Especially when the little dragon took a place next to Shen Yu, to properly coach him on the way to consume the various dishes that were arranged in front of them.

“Oho? And this goes upon it? I say, little dragon, how do you come up with these things?” Shen Yu asked the beast.

‘Only through tasting the bad does one know what truly tastes good,’ the dragon, who was currently a carp, replied. He stroked his whiskers as he lounged in a water-filled trough. He had a smug, fishy grin on his face as he imparted his words. Indeed, it was not bad for a man to have that outlook. Once more, Shen Yu was rather impressed at the temperament of Rou’s animals.

“What he means is that he sticks everything he can get his fins on into his fat mouth,” Tigu shot back.

The carp waved his fin dismissively at her. ‘You sling insults while enjoying the fruits of this Wa Shi’s labour. ’Twas not long ago that you thought rats were the height of fine food, before this kindly elder brother enlightened you.’

Tigu rolled her eyes at the jab. “You didn’t enlighten me! I always knew what was good! And rat … Well … yeah, they’re kind of gross like this. And Master and Mistress don’t want me to eat them anymore.”

Shen Yu paused at the declaration, and once more, he examined the girl who looked so like Rou. She too had been forced to eat rats to survive. Shen Yu felt another small surge of kinship with Tigu, who remained so chipper.

Nodding to himself, Shen Yu decided that the girl was an acceptable adoption for Rou. Perhaps … she might even walk Shen Yu’s path … ? A thought for later.

“Indeed. I remember my time eating rats. I speak for us all when I say I am glad such times are behind us, eh, Rou?” Shen Yu said instead, and he saw the boy grimace at the reminder.

“There shall be no more rat eating in this house if I can help it,” Rou decreed. Meiling, the monkey, and the fox boy all nodded in agreement.

The rooster decided to interject at that moment, saying, “Indeed. Delicious food is something to be savoured, as this Bi De has learned over his journeys. That, and the company of home is more fulfilling than the coops of other hens.” The rooster stroked his wattles.

Shen Yu stared blankly at the chicken before bursting out into laughter. It was endlessly amusing to hear the beast speak.

“Oh? Visit many a coop, did you?” Shen Yu asked leadingly.

The rooster seemed to realise what he had just said, his wattles flushing a deeper shade of red. The beast turned his beak to the sky. “A gentleman does not speak of such things.”

His attempt at salvaging the situation failed … and both the rabbit and the rat turned to stare at the feathered man.

“Truly?” Shen Yu mused, as he saw jealousy in the rat’s gaze. “You were the one who brought it up. Perhaps we may trade stories of our conquests—Ha! Trading stories with a chicken! I’ll drink with you, Spirit Beast, and you can tell me about this journey you went on. It is not every day one hears such a tale.”

And he would drink with the creature! It was sure to be an amusing distraction, once he had spoken with Rou!

Shen Yu ate more of the food, including a stack of cakes absolutely slathered in the syrup Lu Ri so loved. He would have to ask for some for Lu Ri. The boy had tried oh so hard to hide his irritation after Shen Yu had eaten the last of it, but all of his emotions were laid bare to one as long lived as Shen Yu.

Eventually, the meal did conclude. The little dragon absconded to lick the plates clean. The rest of the household filed out and took up positions in the courtyard, near the fruit trees.

Shen Yu watched, amused, as they waited for Rou to come out … and then his amusement faded as Rou took his stance.

It was a stance he was intimately familiar with.

“You still do that, Rou?” he asked quietly.

“It was the first one you taught me,” Rou replied. “Like you said: every day.”

Shen Yu smiled genuinely as Rou began. It was utterly perfect—refined into a foundation as solid as the firmament.

A stirring of pride came once more to his chest.

→

Some of Shen Yu’s turmoil had lessened in the face of the little martial display Rou had put on. Rou still valued his teachings … and valued them so much that he had taught them to all of these cultivators and people—all of them were using Shen Yu’s Immortal Foundation Arts, and all were … acceptable in using them.

Little Rou truly had started a Sect. It was strange to see the boy so comfortable in a position of command … yet once their morning practice finished, he took his place at the head of the group once more, solid and calm.

“All right, everybody, same as usual. We’ll try and finish the rest of the fields today. Gou Ren, you’re almost done?” The monkey boy nodded, his eyes set.

“Yeah. Bowu’s seed drill is working wonders—same with the inter-row tillers. Heh, if we’re not careful, they’ll put us out of a job!”

Rou chuckled and nodded to both the mortal and his underling. The boy had a proper amount of respect in his tone … but it was the respect of a younger brother to his elder. Shen Yu smiled slightly at the byplay. Instructing one’s juniors was a good way to learn, and Rou had always wanted family …

“Bei Be, you wanted to continue work on the road?” The ox bowed his head slightly. “Excellent.”

He continued down the list of assignments. Most of the time, his words were phrased as requests, not commands, which in Shen Yu’s opinion wasn’t nearly firm enough … yet it seemed to work. His underlings were no less respectful for it. Neither man nor beast did anything but accept his words, and even impudent Hong Meiling bowed her head to her husband’s will when he gave her the task of checking on the cows.

It was actually rather amusing how seriously they were all taking farming. The animals in particular were focused enough that they looked like they had been given orders to march to war.

But it was an opportunity. Rou had commanded his subordinates to go out into the fields, presumably while he meditated, so Shen Yu and Rou would have time to talk.

Rou was smiling, even as he saw them off. Shen Yu could still remember the first time he’d commanded men of his own.

Rou turned and took a step inside, Shen Yu intent on following after him—when Rou turned right back around, a shovel with an intricately carved shaft in his hands.

“All right! Time to get to work,” his grandson declared. “Gramps, you’re a guest, so you can do whatever you want … but do you want to see how we do things?”

“I do,” he said, as he watched his grandson. He wanted to see Rou’s “abandonment of cultivation” in action. “So, you work personally … ?”

“Yup! How can I tell somebody what to do if I’m not ready to do it myself?” he asked. “Besides, I love it here.”

Shen Yu paused at the tenderness in Rou’s voice.

After he’d followed Rou out into the fields, Rou granted him permission for a deeper examination of his Qi and abilities.

And he observed.

Rou raised his shovel high into the air, his Qi swirling around it. Shen Yu opened his senses.

And then he nearly cursed when Rou drove his Qi into the land, letting it flow away from him.

It was, to Shen Yu’s senses, a spike of purest gold.

Rou’s Qi poured into the ground as a vast waterfall. Energies well into the Earth Realm saturated the dirt, driving deep. It went past the roots of the plants and the trees, and into the water below.

And finally, into a golden net of energy, whose properties were nearly indistinguishable from Rou.

The entire formation beneath the earth resonated like a chime, pulsing in time with Rou’s breath and heartbeat.

The entity beneath the earth, the one that had been hiding … responded.

Shen Yu’s eyes widened as he realised he could not feel the separation between them. There was no point where Rou ended and the thing in the ground disappeared.

For a brief instant, terrible rage overtook him; Rou was giving this thing his Qi, his energy, his very life. This parasite was feeding on him—

Shen Yu’s Qi came to the fore, dark and terrible. The world shuddered in protest, even as the thing continued taking Rou’s energy. He would tear it out, root and stem!

And then, instead of wholly taking the power for itself, the very earth seemed to sigh. The plants around them grew more vibrant. A warm spring breeze flowed outwards from the point of impact as Rou’s Qi seeded the land.

He gave to the earth—and the bands of gold in every plant, every animal, and every person, as Shen Yu suddenly realised.

Rou had connected himself to the land.

The earth pulsed again, giving back.

Shen Yu froze as he recognised the technique, and despair began to grip his soul.

There was but one technique that had any similarities with this. However, this version of it was warped and twisted from what Shen Yu knew of the Path of Shennong.

Shen Yu found bile beginning to form in his throat as he finally comprehended what Rou, what his grandchild was doing.

And then little Rou did it again; he poured his Qi into the earth.

There was what felt like a shuddering heartbeat.

The golden threads connected him to the land, and to his wife: threads that shared his power, threads that allowed others to access his might … or rather the might of the Earth Spirit below them.

Rou had grown so strong so quickly. His power—the core of it—was at the high end of the Earth Realm. But the spirit below … it was diffused and ever shifting. Shen Yu would be able to figure out the extent of its strength eventually, but it would require concentration he could not muster with his tumultuous emotions.

Rou was the land. The land was Rou. Every inch of his power—his very soul—had been bound.

The tendrils were wrapped so tightly around his soul.

He had chained himself.

From here, there would be no ascension. From here … he truly was not a cultivator who could challenge the heavens.

Shen Yu … Shen Yu suddenly felt every single one of his years.

What had happened. Why? Why had Rou … ?

He turned his gaze from the furrow in the field to see Rou’s eyes upon him.

Little Rou … he was calm.

I have abandoned the path of cultivation, the letter had said, slightly remorseful but resolved.

To a cursory examination, that was a mistruth. Rou had grown strong! He had grown powerful! He had subordinates, and a Sect more powerful than anything else in this little pond, which he’d created in less than two years.

Yet it was the truth.

Those who follow the Path of Shennong all perish—

He had bound himself fully to the world. He had, true to his word, abandoned challenging the heavens.

There is still time. There is still time. Time to convince Rou to remove the chains … He is strong, he can restart his cultivation anew—!

“Hey, Gramps?” Rou’s quiet voice interrupted the spiral in Shen Yu’s heart. His Qi, soft, gold, and gentle, wrapped around Shen Yu’s, preventing it from harming the world around it. It was a tenuous grasp. With a flex, Shen Yu could shatter it. But instead, he pulled his own Qi back into his body. “Let’s talk.”

Shen Yu could only nod.

It was all Shen Yu could do to keep his Qi under control as Rou walked with him into the forest. The leaves were starting to grow their blossoms and first leaves but were otherwise bare.

The two of them sat together on a rock.

There was silence. Utter silence. Shen Yu could not understand.

“What happened? What happened, to make you choose this path?” Shen Yu finally asked. His voice was remarkably calm, for all that he was barely able to stave off Qi deviation. A bit of blood leaked out of the corner of his mouth.

Rou sighed and stared up at the branches. “Where do you want to start?”

Shen Yu paused at the question before he gave his answer. How could a man … how could a man that he had chosen … do this? “At the beginning. What happened that day, Rou?”

His grandson looked up at the sky and sighed. “I’m getting a bit too good at telling this story,” he said with a little smile.

“Well, I guess it starts on the day I died.”


Chapter 10
No Medicine for Regret


Shen Yu took a deep breath when Rou spoke, calming himself as much as he was able. His emotions dulled, and he entered partial meditation.

Lest what Rou was speaking of send him into a rage that would destroy the Azure Hills.

The world both dulled and shot into hyperfocus.

“I died that day. He hit me in just the right spot. I felt my heart stop. I felt everything start to fade away. And then I was back.”

Rou explained it calmly. Matter-of-factly. He had made peace with it. There was no true vengeance burning in his heart, for it had already burned out. Now it was filled with clinical dispassion.

Indeed, the damage—from what Shen Yu could see—was more than Rou knew. He saw the thin golden welds, almost disappeared. His mind categorised how Rou could have gotten so mangled, and soon he came up with the answer.

The Unclouded Fist.

Its original intent was to be used against the wicked. Its primary use was against Infiltration Blood Arts, like the infamous Twilight Cuckoo’s Triumph. What many of those techniques did was leave the original body’s soul partially intact, a film, and to this the imposters anchored their new cultivation.

Unclouded Fist would knock against and disrupt the film, disrupting the imposter’s entire cultivation. It would render useless every new technique they had learned and expose them to the world.

If one used it against another of equal cultivation who did not use those techniques, little would happen. But against the weak, that “knock” would not just disrupt, but rip and tear. It was just as bad as destroying a dantian. Though the soul was normally resilient and elastic … if one had also died from an attack and began to slip out of their own body …

It would result in the damage Shen Yu currently observed. The cracks ran through Rou in his entirety, yet had painstakingly been repaired by … the parts of Rou that felt like Rou but were subtly different. It was not demonic, that much Shen Yu was certain of. No demon felt like this, and the Earth Spirit that Shen Yu could feel observing him would not have allowed the connection to itself if Rou were impure in some way. He didn’t know exactly what it was … and he was fairly certain Rou didn’t know why it had happened either, other than sheer dumb luck.

It was the kind of luck that all cultivators coveted—especially because it appeared the “knock” had somehow shoved Rou’s soul back into his body and returned him to life.

“It wasn’t even then that I decided to leave, you know? If it was just that … maybe I could have taken it. Maybe I could have stayed … but the people who dragged me back to my room decided that they deserved a ‘reward’ for being so kind to me. So they ransacked my dorm because there wasn’t anything I could do to stop them.”

Shen Yu kept his breathing even. In his time, the other Outer Sect Disciples never would have imagined doing that to one of their own.

“You made the correct choice to leave the Sect,” Shen Yu said to Rou, and he meant it utterly. “But why … why here? Why did you not desire revenge? Why did you decide to leave cultivation entirely?”

Shen Yu would have been furious if these events had happened to him. A grudge would have been born that day, and he would not have rested until the Cloudy Sword Sect was burned to the ground.

Rou nodded at Shen Yu’s question.

“Revenge? Could I even manage to take revenge? Could I train for a hundred years to maybe, possibly defeat a person raised by a Sect? The Cloudy Sword Sect, at that? You told me I wasn’t the greatest at cultivating, old man, every time we trained. I wasn’t fast enough. I wasn’t strong enough. My foundation wasn’t as solid as it could be.”

Shen Yu winced at the statement. His own words had served as Rou’s guidestone and had informed him of his prospects.

Brother Ge had been right. Shen Yu had erred in raising Rou. One son had too much support. The other … the other hadn’t had enough.

He could not even fault Rou for his logic. The boy had trusted him utterly. Trusted him as much as Shen Yu had trusted the Cloudy Sword Sect. The Elders there had been stern and demanding teachers, but they had praised Shen Yu’s talent and skill. When one of them had told him he was deficient, he’d worked hard to correct the flaw … but then they had praised him for his dedication. It was never one over the other. How many times had he truly praised Rou’s skill in cultivation?

The damning answer was not enough.

“You were never bad at cultivating, Rou,” Shen Yu had to say, his voice tinged with regret. “You started eight years late. Your progress was more than satisfactory. You are talented, Rou. Talented! But I let my own … problems blind me to the fact that the same words that drove me to new heights were harming you. For that … it is too late for me to give you my apology, but you have it anyway.”

Rou took a breath and let it go. Citing an old proverb, Rou replied, “In this world, there is no medicine for regret.” Shen Yu looked away as Rou continued after another breath. “Why did I leave cultivation? I realised there … that I was looking at the rest of my life. Fighting tooth and nail for scraps, like I was living in the alleyways again, watching out for the flesh gangs and hoping they didn’t take me … or forcefully recruit me. I’d be surrounded by people I hated, and I didn’t know if I could bring myself to be a proper cultivator.”

He paused for a second, looking away from Shen Yu, before he turned to meet the old man’s eyes.

“There was nobody really left to care.”

The world stilled as Shen Yu absorbed another devastating blow.

“I couldn’t … I couldn’t live like that again. Not for the rest of my life. So I thought about it a bit and decided … well, if I have no talent for cultivation, and I’m more likely to die young on the path than continue upon it, why not quit? I looked up the place with the least amount of Qi, the weakest province in the entire Empire—the Azure Hills—and started walking. It’s better to be a big fish in a small pond than a tiny fish in the ocean.”

It was a path of mediocrity. Every part of Shen Yu’s soul cried out against it. It was the opposite of everything he stood for. A man accepting his fate, instead of raging against it. It was a disgusting abhorrent thing, lacking in any sort of ambition.

He hated it, but Shen Yu was not blind—he understood why Rou had done it. It was the ruthless pragmatism of a boy raised by the streets. Of a boy who willingly went without food to learn how to read.

Shen Yu closed his eyes as Rou looked away once more and continued to speak.

“I didn’t want the Sect to track me down because of any outstanding fees, and I didn’t want the other guy to remember that I was still alive and track me down for some sport. So I left officially, then swapped my name around, changed the characters. It wouldn’t dissuade people like Senior Brother … but besides him? Who the hells would go to the Azure Hills to find me? It just kind of … stuck after that. That’s why everybody just calls me Jin now.”

Another pragmatic decision that Rou’s deceased parents would understand. He still did honour their name, even though he had switched the characters. Again, and again, he spoke sense.

But Shen Yu could not agree with the outcome.

He opened his eyes and finally let himself see the boy as he was now and not the memory that he had clung to. This Rou was content. He was placid. He had the bit of a spark in his eye that had endeared him to Shen Yu, but his goals were simple. Protect his family. Grow his farm. That was where it began and ended.

The conversation turned lighter as Rou spoke of his arrival to the Azure Hills. He told Shen Yu of his journey through the little village of Verdant Hill, and then he started talking about his farm. The pride in his voice was undeniable. The anecdotes he painted were amusing. Such as Bi De’s grand battle against a fox. Or the fact that Tigu had once been a cat.

Shen Yu had … questions, but more than that he had concerns.

Rou’s topics, Rou’s concerns, Rou’s life? They were all so … mortal. The path of a man who had turned completely from the heavens. That was originally what Shen Yu had been afraid of, and now he had confirmation.

This was a man without ambition. A man … who would die. For all that Rou was still a cultivator, he was so horribly mortal.

As the boy regaled him with tales of building roads and surviving the seasons, Shen Yu only half paid attention to the ambitionless stories. Instead, most of his focus shifted upon the Earth Spirit with its unceasing vigil.

Shen Yu examined the connecting threads as Rou spoke.

“When did you … connect with the Earth Spirit?” Shen Yu finally asked.

“Tianlan?” Rou replied, even naming the Earth Spirit. “I didn’t even notice when we … well, when we became like this. She’s been helping and protecting us for a while.”

Shen Yu twitched as Rou gifted the spirit some more Qi in demonstration of the … connection.

This could not stand. Shen Yu came to a decision. This was not something Shen Yu could abide.

He did not want Rou to die.

He slipped out of his meditative state, allowing his emotions to properly convey the gravity to Rou. For a moment, Shen Yu glared at the ground before turning his eyes to Rou.

“Rou … what you have built here you should be proud of. The decisions that led up to this point, I cannot fully fault them. But you cannot continue on this path; it ends, Rou.”

He hoped that Rou hadn’t known this path would lead to his death. That he would realise the Earth Spirit was nothing but trouble, and that he would manage to end whatever contract he had with it. Examining the bond, Shen Yu thought he might be able to sever it, but Rou would take catastrophic damage—they were too intertwined.

“I know,” Rou replied after a moment. There was a twinge of surprise from the Earth Spirit … but Shen Yu only felt a flash of rage at the words.

The acceptance galled him. Rou accepting his death.

He accepted it with a smile on his face. For a brief moment, Rou was someone else. His own son, smiling as he died at the hands of his father.

“How conditional is your love, Shen Yu?” Hong Meiling asked.

“So that is it? Just accept the inevitability of this world?” he demanded, no longer calm. “Live off this borrowed power until you’re nothing but dirt?”

Rou turned to face an angry Shen Yu with anger in his own voice. “Tell me, Grandfather. How many men ascend? And how many die younger than I am now?”

Shen Yu stood. “And yet in striving they elevate themselves! What use is it to say ‘Something is dangerous, so I shan’t do that’? Where would men be? Cowering in fortresses, or would all of us have been slain in the age of myths, the demons destroying the world entire?” His voice rose with each word as Rou … Jin simply sat there. “No! A man, a true man, needs to be more than that base cowardice. They need to strive to ascend!”

“Yes. Those men are free to strive as they may. Just as I am free to find my own path,” Jin said with finality. Immovable as a mountain.

Shen Yu would have been proud of the words, if only they’d been spoken in service of another ideal.

Shen Yu’s blood burned as his Qi once more came to the fore. He could feel his rage and, despite his best attempts to hold it back, his fear.

He needed to try something else.

“You think that this paradise is safe, Rou?” Shen Yu raised his hand and pointed to the farm before them. “How long do you think you can hide? It might be a secret for a while. But at the rate it grows, it will be noticed. The Earth Spirit grants you some strength, but it also limits the power you can reach. You need something, or this place will not remain safe. You will fail without it.”

“I will protect my home,” Rou replied, his eyes narrowing.

“Can you?” Shen Yu demanded, in the same way a grandfather questions his unruly grandson. His fist clenched. Rou’s eyes widened.

The blow slammed into Rou’s guard. It had been intended to launch him into the air—but Rou was a mountain. He caught it, and for a moment, they were stalemated.

Then Shen Yu flexed more of his true power.

Jin’s feet soon left the earth. Shen Yu felt the Earth Spirit shudder.

The boy flew backwards barely a few feet, his shovel suddenly in his hands. His face was full of shock, which gave way to resolve and no small amount of anger.

Shen Yu’s next strike was blocked, Jin straining under its weight. The Earth Spirit shuddered again, this time with absolute fury.

A formation appeared behind Rou. Whispered chanting filled the air.

[Divert the Waters]

The air of this place, once so nourishing, abruptly pulled away.

But that was fine. Shen Yu adjusted instantly to the change in circumstances.

The air screamed in protest as Shen Yu prepared his next move. Little bands of gold started threading their way up Rou’s arm.

Shen Yu knew he was making a mistake as soon as he threw the first blow.

He knew that force like this would not be the answer. That no amount of physicality could change Rou’s mentality—it was a gruesome fight that had led to the boy choosing this path in the beginning.

But he couldn’t stop. Not now. Not with the boy’s life on the line. The old man had to change his grandson’s mind before he died.

Shen Yu’s fists cut the sky, and Jin’s fists quelled them. Each strike should have blown craters into the landscape around his feet, yet Rou diverted the energy, leaving only ruffled grass nearby.

Jin had certainly gotten better, the small part of Shen Yu that wasn’t driven by fury noted. A fist smashed into Jin’s cheek, splitting his lip and knocking him back again.

Jin returned the favour, a blow to Shen Yu’s side that threw him backwards.

A fine strike … but utterly lacking in killing intent.

Shen Yu snorted air out of his nose.

“Not good enough,” he decreed. Jin’s eyes narrowed.

Then he stepped forwards, his shovel a command of death to a lesser man as it moved to strike Shen Yu.

He smiled tightly. The blow would have turned a castle into dust.

He caught it with one hand and riposted as they began to trade strikes in earnest.

Jin received another blow to the chest that would have outright slain any cultivator in the Profound Realm.

He grunted, as he was merely driven backwards two steps.

“Fine! Let’s say I do join you! Let’s say I do get on that path again, and reach the heavens. What happens when one ascends?” Jin demanded.

“You attain power and immortality,” Shen Yu declared as he stepped into the larger man’s guard. “You become the pinnacle of this world and qualify for ascension to the next.”

He explained it as if to a dull child, which was exactly what Jin was being right now.

“And then?” Jin asked. “What if the heavens are just like this world? You ascend to them, find out you’re only a first-stage heavenly cultivator, and have to do it all over again?”

“Then you do it again,” he stated simply. “You climb, and climb, until you reach the peak. No matter where that peak is.”

“For what?” Jin demanded. “Yes, you have power … and what can one do with it? What do you do with it? Sit in a cave and meditate for a thousand years so you can find another cave, kill the beast that lives within it, and then sit in that cave for a thousand more years! You climb and you climb and you climb, until you can wave planets into existence and shit universes. And then what?”

Shen Yu narrowed his eyes. Rou didn’t understand the beauty of an eternal struggle—of an eternal quest for perfection.

“And then you shall be truly free.”

“To do what? Make a universe where you actually spend time with your family, instead of doing it when it mattered?” Jin’s retort was vicious.

Shen Yu flinched. Memories did not surge forth so much as roiled underneath the buried regrets of the past. He had so many regrets, so many possible if onlys. The unconquered man had been conquered more times than he could count, striving for what seemed like an impossible dream.

Nevertheless, the Blade continued on his path. He could not stop now—if he did, what had it been all for?

In the end, the one who was strongest was the one who was right.

[The Unconquered Blade, First Form]

Jin gripped his shovel tighter. The barest of Shen Yu’s mysteries came to the fore. The earth shuddered. The sky darkened.

Against the Unconquered Blade, Jin brought his own power to bear. A great panoply formed behind him: a resplendent Wuxing formation, and the beginnings of a mantle. Two ethereal antlers formed on his brow. The Earth Spirit snarled in the back of Shen Yu’s mind.

[Break the Rocks]

Strands of gold met the Unconquered Blade.

And lost.

↔

Every person on the farm flinched as the first boom reached their ears. Two babes started crying. Meiling looked simultaneously resigned and furious.

The world shuddered and rumbled. Her nose began to bleed.

“What do we do?” Pi Pa asked the gathered members of Fa Ram, her voice thick with worry.

A rooster’s eyes narrowed.

↔

Jin was lying on the ground at the bottom of a crater.

He looked … fragile like this.

Fragile, like another boy Shen Yu remembered burying.

How conditional is your love for him?

Did Jin matter, or did Shen Yu’s legacy?

He stared down at his grandson, breathing heavily on the ground. The boy grunted as he rose, not truly hurt. His eyes were still defiant. Even in defeat, he was unbowed. The boy filled him with more pride in that moment than he’d felt in centuries.

Shen Yu couldn’t lose him. Damn his legacy and damn his ideals; he didn’t care if Jin despised him. He just wanted the boy to live.

He picked Jin up by the collar and stared into his green eyes.

“It will be all right, Jin. You will attain the power you once dreamed of, and ascend like you told me.” His voice was gentle as Jin looked up at him.

The boy looked tired.

“When you took me in, I never wanted to rule the world or ascend to the heavens,” Rou whispered. “Not really. I just wanted you to be proud of me.”

The words hammered into Shen Yu’s heart. He staggered back. The next words came out, almost desperately unbidden, at the still-defiant boy:

“Jin, I do not wish to bury another son before I pass. Please. Please. Tell me. What can convince you to leave this path?”

“Nothing,” Jin replied simply.

Shen Yu’s heart broke.

How conditional is your love for him?

His Qi faded. This was a mistake. He had known that since the first blow. It was too late. All that was left was anger, disappointment, and resentment.

And now that was fading too.

Another failure. Another doomed son.

No legacy to follow him.

Shen Yu’s grip slackened.

“I see.” Shen Yu looked at Jin. For a moment, Shen Yu allowed Jin Rou to glimpse the truth of the man behind the visage of the Unconquered Blade. Shen Yu looked at the boy that he had wanted to be his legacy.

“I truly wished for you to join me in the heavens,” Shen Yu whispered. Shen Yu looked around at the destruction. There was less than he had been expecting.

Doubtless, he would be unwelcome here. But he would check in from time to time. Perhaps … if he delayed his ascension a bit, he could … see him, in his last moments.

“It’s always the heavens, the heavens, the heavens,” Jin spat to the side. A bit of blood hit the ground. “I don’t care about ascending to the heavens. That door is closed to me. Instead I’m going to make my own.”

Shen Yu froze.

Make his own heaven?

The very thought was absurd.

One cannot ascend to the heavens through the Path of Shennong.

Empower the land, using the Earth Spirit as a medium. To forge an entire province to a higher plane of existence.

Jin’s eyes burned with ambition and resolve.

The Path of Shennong, but not.

Shen Yu gripped Jin’s shirt tightly, pulling him up so he could look his grandson in the eye. Was Shen Yu just seeing things he wanted to see? Or was there something more here?

“You … you’re serious?” Shen Yu asked.

“Yes,” Jin said, his voice heavy with the certainty of the earth. The world pulsed and thumped with golden light.

“And our Great Master shall not be alone,” a voice boomed.

A rooster moved as fast as the light of the moon. Shen Yu could have dodged.

He did not think he needed to. His cultivation eclipsed the rooster’s utterly. A blade of moonlight hit Shen Yu directly in the face.

The chicken was at the level of a creature in the Profound Realm. The attack should have shattered outright and broken on his skin.

Yet instead, the silver blade cut.

Shen Yu bled.

He raised his free hand to touch the spot where the blow had landed. A Profound Level Spirit Beast … cut him. Cut him with a blade powered by only ironclad conviction. A single drop of Qi-rich blood welled up in the wound.

The rooster’s next kick planted itself in Shen Yu’s chest. He allowed it to push him away, releasing Jin’s shirt.

The rooster landed in between his master and the man who could end him with a thought.

“His dream is one we all seek to uphold.”

Shen Yu felt the others as they raced through the forest towards them. The other surge of gold from Hong Meiling. The little specks of power.

They were ants to Shen Yu. He could snuff them out with a thought, and they knew it.

And yet their hearts did not waver.

They stepped into the clearing, weapons and Qi bared, and prepared for what was to come.

Every single one of them shared the same blazing eyes as Jin.

“We shall face many trials ahead, that is true,” the rooster continued. “But we shall rise to them.”

Jin rose to his feet, looking at the rooster, before he let out a breath and the gold surged.

The Qi beneath the ground pumped, drawing more and more energy into Jin—

No. Into all of them.

An entire Sect … planning to bring up the very province. To turn base, mortal earth into the heavens.

“And if the honoured grandfather still has concerns … then this Bi De begs him for his pointers. I walk the path of cultivation. I shall do whatever is necessary to guard our home.”

“We don’t face the heavens alone,” the beautiful fairy, Cai Xiulan, whispered.

It should have been absurd. It should have been enraging.

But the rooster’s eyes … The rooster’s eyes were as clear and determined as the old Masters of the Cloudy Sword Sect; somehow, his countenance was just as noble.

Shen Yu felt the last of the fight leave him.

Whatever came next … would be something surprising.

Shen Yu looked at the young man, who still seemed unsure of what would happen next … but was prepared for it.

“Old Man, I’ll follow my path until the end. Whatever that may be.”

Shen Yu would not have the legacy he planned. But this … this was something … something he had never considered. It was one thing for a man to let another build him. It was another for a man to build himself. And it was entirely different for a man to build an entire world.

Shen Yu bowed. Jin froze, surprise on his features.

“I apologise, Grandson. For my words. You walk your own path.” His Qi allowed both Rou and the Earth Spirit to feel his sincerity.

Jin licked his lips … then sighed.

“Okay.”

“Okay?!” Meiling snarled from beside them.

“Yes. Okay. He’s family, Mei. We had a fight … and now that fight is over.”

The young woman gave Jin a look of frustration after glancing at Shen Yu, but subsided. Jin moved forwards with a proffered hand.

“Let’s get a drink, old man. I never did get to finish my story. I didn’t even tell you about the Dueling Peaks!”

Shen Yu took his grandson’s offered hand. His own fears had damaged their relationship, but … it could be repaired. Hopefully.

Shen Yu was ruminating on the new development when Jin handed him his shovel from his free hand.

“After you clean everything up. You break it, you fix it,” Jin Rou declared.

Shen Yu stared at the shovel.

Then he started to laugh. “Of course, Grandson. This old man can still swing this with the best of them.”

Jin shook his head. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll get this side … huh, less damage than I was expecting …” he began to mutter as he surveyed the forest.

Shen Yu watched him for a moment as he took his … disciples, no, family, to aid in repairing the damage done. A prickle in Shen Yu’s back made him turn to meet the eyes of an angry Meiling.

“In answer to your question, Hong Meiling, it was not conditional,” he stated to her simply.

She gave him a long look before a bright smile plastered across her face.

“I still think you’re a worthless bastard,” she told him sweetly.

Shen Yu barked out another laugh and hefted the shovel.


Chapter 11
Cracked, but Not Broken


Isighed as I placed my hands on the ground and pushed the hill back into place.

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Gramps doing the same, just with my shovel. I turned back to what I was doing and considered the land around me.

The forest wasn’t in the greatest shape, even though the damage was probably light compared to what should have happened. Which sucked because I liked this forest. I closed my eyes and touched the little web of gold that was still writhing with irritation.

I felt an incessant tugging in my soul.

With a sigh, I closed my eyes and found myself somewhere else. A grassy plain with rolling hills—a familiar little girl jumping forwards to tackle me.

“Are you all right?” Tinalan demanded as she started scuttling around me like a beetle. She pulled open my shirt, staring at the massive bruise on my chest. Next, she shifted up to my back, then was shoving her head down my sleeve with almost desperate fervor. Fingers probed bruises and cuts, hissing with irritation every time she found some new injury.

Honestly, it was kind of funny, despite the notes of concern and panic that were flooding down our little link.

“That bastard …” she hissed as she finally stopped her probing. Then her eyes snapped to mine. “What was that, huh? He just says, ‘Let’s just stop and be friends,’ and you just say yes?”

“Yeah,” I replied gently.

Tianlan looked at me like I had grown a second head.

“Why?”

I sighed and ran a hand through my hair.

“Well, let’s take a load off, yeah?” I said, pointing to a rock that we could sit on. Tianlan nodded. I sat down on the moss-covered rock, and the Earth Spirit joined me.

I took a moment to gather my thoughts before saying anything. “Well, for one thing, I … kind of had a feeling this fight was coming, so that took the sting out of it.” Tianlan raised an eyebrow. “That, and well, I did win the argument.”

“How?” she asked, confused.

“He hesitated,” I stated simply. “He had me. He had won, and like he always says, the strongest is right. But when I looked into the old man’s eyes, when I told him I would follow my path until the end … he stopped. He didn’t force me. He couldn’t force me. And then he had to decide whether he valued me more than any ambition he had for me. When he let me go and bowed, he took the first step to apologise and build back that bridge.”

Tianlan was silent as she digested my words.

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m still kinda pissed at him, but this could have ended a lot worse than it did.”

This kind of fight back in the Before would have been relationship-ending. My other half? They told me our disagreement had been positively civil. A few punches and some harsh words. A bit of casual landscape rearrangement that ended with the Elder admitting he was wrong and apologising? Grandpa saying he was wrong, and he was sorry? I think I just heard every Asian and Latin kid from the Before start screaming that the end-times were coming.

“So … you stopped,” the Earth Spirit said.

“So I stopped. I like to believe in second chances.”

As long as what people do isn’t too heinous. I have my limits on people being cockwads.

Tianlan chewed her lip for a moment, then sighed.

“We got our asses kicked.”

“We did,” I agreed. “It was like a toddler fighting a gorilla.”

The old man had literal centuries of experience on me.

“I’ll do better next time,” the Earth Spirit promised me. “I’m still getting used to this again.”

“Take your time, shortstop,” I told her, and started to ruffle her hair. Tianlan giggled at the touch but quickly sobered. She got a bit of a shifty look in her eye.

“Jin?”

“Yeah?”

“Why did you … say no? You know what will happen, with this—with our—” She swallowed. “You know, that at the end of this, you’ll die.”

Now that was a heavy question. I could see the hesitation in her. I could see the scars that memory crystal had put on her, about Xiaoshi’s own hang-ups.

“It’s not like I want to die, Tianlan. I fully intend to live my life for as long as I can. It’s just that it always comes back to what you’re willing to sacrifice for immortality, and for me, the costs are never worth it.” The Earth Spirit stayed silent. “Let’s take us, first. What would happen if I tried to get back on the ‘proper cultivation’ track?”

“We—we would—” She stumbled over her words. “We wouldn’t be connected anymore.”

I could tell the thought worried her. Hurt her.

“That’s the biggest reason,” I said with a small smile, and the Earth Spirit looked away with a slight flush on her cheeks. “As for the others … let’s say I did. I would have to start all over again, for one thing. And that … that would take a while. Cultivation requires true and absolute dedication. It isn’t something you can dabble in if you want to make it to the top.”

Tianlan mulled over my words before nodding hesitantly.

“It’s time, mostly,” I continued. “I have no desire to sit and meditate all day to find a better spot to sit and meditate. I have no desire to go on a five-year journey for some special plant that will increase my abilities fivefold, or something. Xiulan’s mom left when she was twelve and told her she might be back some day.”

She had smiled when she’d spoken of her mother, but the old pain was still there.

“Gramps just chucked me in at a Sect and told me he would be back as soon as he was able—and three years was fast.”

It had been really fast, by cultivator standards, if I was honest.

“I’ll be damned if I do that to the people I love. I don’t want to come back to … snapshots. From three to six for my son. From six to nine on another journey. From nine to fifteen if things get rough. Then one day I’ll blink and he’s thirty. In the end, you’ve spent less time and made fewer memories with the people you loved than when you were mortal.”

“What if you stay for those parts, then set out later? You’ve got time,” Tianlan returned. “Xiaoshi lived long enough, and had a lot longer left in him before … well …”

I nodded. “Yeah. Maybe I can become immortal. Can they? And then I’ve spent all this time becoming immortal, and the only reason I’d want to be immortal is dead. Some of the texts say when we ascend, we move past such petty cares. If that’s a petty care, then ascension can fuck right off.”

Tianlan was silent for a moment. “Yeah. Yeah … I get that. It hurts. It still hurts, those memories from so long ago—but … I know they were worth it,” the Earth Spirit whispered.

“And yet still some will go for it. Some will say immortality is worth it. We all make our choices. But in the end, our choices make us. Two years ago, I made a choice. A choice to abandon the heavens and live my life on the earth. I don’t regret that choice.”

Tianlan took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Hey, Jin?” she asked.

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad you came here too.”

I smiled at the Earth Spirit, then opened my eyes.

I once more stood in the forest, my hands pressed on a pristine hill. It lacked any craters, and the uprooted trees had been returned to their proper place.

I sighed, drained after the heavy talk, and turned my attention to the reason I stayed: why I had no desire to chase a fleeting dream like immortality. When my family had felt me and Gramps fighting, instead of running away they’d run towards us. Which was objectively fucking stupid, but it didn’t stop the warm and fuzzy feeling in me that they had all been willing to throw down for my sake.

Especially one rooster in particular, who Gramps was also stealing glances at while he shoved around his own hill, my shovel in hand.

One brave rooster, who had offered himself in my place.

He was dumb, and an idiot, and I’d be talking to him later to thank him for everything he did for me because chewing his ass out is the last thing on my mind.

I shook my head. Fucking hell. When I ran out here, I had just wanted to farm. When had my life gotten so complicated? I had a crystal that wanted to make me Emperor, I was in charge of every Sect in the province, and now I just had to fight my superpowered grandpa.

I had no damn clue. Some parts like this fight sucked the fat one.

Other parts …

I looked over the people who were helping me repair the land.

The other parts make it all worth it.

↔

Shen Yu was deep in thought as he sat within Jin’s home.

His grandson was out getting more barrels of his drinks. Shen Yu waited patiently, thinking over what he would say once they had drunk enough to soothe the aches from their bout. He wanted them to speak frankly on the things that had been left unsaid between Jin and himself.

Repairing the forest had been interesting, a surprisingly relaxing activity, and it had given him the opportunity to study what Jin meant to do: this “heaven on earth” he wanted to make here.

Jin continuously giving to the earth now made sense in the context of his goals. As did all the others of this farm. They were one force, moving in tandem and working towards a common goal.

Humans and Spirit Beasts both, impressed by Jin’s quest, aided him without restraint.

It truly was an interesting project. He would observe more, and perhaps see how the Earth Spirit reacted to Shen Yu’s own Qi.

But that was for later.

Now Shen Yu had to contend with the surreptitious glares that were being sent his way. Jin’s … family members were preparing another meal, travelling in and out of the kitchen, shooting glances at him whenever they did. It was good that his grandson was so beloved! Their anger at him on Jin’s behalf was amusing—he approved of it.

Even little Tigu, so eager and affable before, was upset with him. He still could not believe that she was a common housecat! He thought for sure she might have had some manner of Tiger Spirit bloodline, but an actual cat?

It was astounding what Jin had accomplished.

The only one who wasn’t avoiding him, or glaring, was the rooster, Bi De, the one who had managed to cut him.

Beware of Chicken, Jin’s sign had declared. A prescient and truthful warning.

The rooster honestly reminded him of Lu Ri, if he were a man instead of a chicken. Shen Yu could almost see a resemblance. A dutiful, stoic disciple who was loyal and more than he first appeared.

It was arrogant of the beast to offer himself in Jin’s place.

Arrogant, but intriguing.

The chicken had a foundation as solid as rock. A foundation the rooster had made by himself, with only Jin’s teachings to guide him. He had been the lowest of the low, a mere rooster … and now he had cut Shen Yu.

A creature with nothing, who was following in Shen Yu’s footsteps.

Jin’s path would require strong guards and Shen Yu still had not adequately apologised.

“Bi De,” Shen Yu called, and the rooster perked up. “Did you mean it? That you would tread the path opposite of Jin’s if it meant you could protect him?”

The rooster nodded, his eyes resolute.

“With all my heart and soul. No matter the difficulty, I will shoulder any burden that keeps my home safe.”

Shen Yu considered the rooster’s words.

“We shall speak on matters of cultivation later. I shall take your measure and see if you are worth my time.”

Bi De bowed.

It was then that Jin came in, carrying a barrel over his shoulder. Shen Yu’s eyes immediately locked onto the casket, which positively oozed Qi.

“We’re having the good stuff out tonight! I don’t want to have to drink an entire barrel to feel anything!” Jin shouted.

“You were holding out on me?” Shen Yu demanded as Jin set down the barrel.

His grandson grinned.

→

As it turned out, yes, Jin had been holding out on him.

He had very much been holding out on him.

The heady, golden brew touched Shen Yu’s lips.

And Shen Yu, connoisseur of all beverages, from the best to the least, considered the mead.

The thick body, the sweet taste. It had been a long, long time since Shen Yu drank his first Qi-filled beverage. Shen Yu had tasted thousand-year-old vintages. The mead in his hands was not the finest thing he had ever drunk, not by far. Nor the most Qi-rich.

But it felt like the first time he had drunk, all those years ago.

It felt warm. It settled in his stomach, present but not heavy.

Shen Yu took a deep breath and let it out, along with some of the tension within him.

And things were still tense; Shen Yu had received quite a lot of sidelong glances as Rou spoke to him about what had happened at the Dueling Peaks. Shen Yu would have to follow up on it. Demons? Here?

He would be paying a visit to the Shrouded Mountain Sect soon.

After he drank the rest of this barrel. And then got Jin to make him another one.

“If you had brought this out first, we could have avoided all that unpleasantness,” Shen Yu joked, and Jin rolled his eyes.

The boy smiled.

“Cheers, old man.”

Their cups clinked, the gesture one of peace.

And then their eyes were drawn by a commotion. The others had similarly calmed after Jin had distributed his golden brew … and now they were, well …

Rip-roaring drunk after a single cup.

Hong Meiling had downed three at the beginning of the tale, giving Shen Yu a glare the entire time.

Now, however, she was in a predicament.

Cai Xiulan’s arms were wrapped around Meiling’s throat, disrupting blood flow and constricting her airway.

“Why must you always tease me so, Meimei?” the woman demanded in Meiling’s ear, her cheeks flushed with drunkenness. “You are pregnant no longer, and now I can have my revenge.”

“Xiu-Xiulan—” The smaller woman made a few choking sounds, then rapidly tapped the arm that had taken her. Xiulan leaned in to savour the choked apology.

“Harder~” Meiling breathed with a throaty moan.

Cai Xiulan stared blankly at the woman in her grip, the light in her eyes dying as Jin’s wife stole her victory.

Meiling started to cackle, and the pretty fairy’s eyes narrowed. The grip tightened again, and Hong Meiling suddenly looked much less playful, her laugh cutting off into sounds of strangulation as the woman picked Meiling up, took her to the door, and—there was a splash as Meiling entered the river. Xiulan came back in, dusting her hands off.

Meiling entered a few minutes later, her grin still firmly on her face and a laugh on her lips.

Shen Yu started to laugh with her. That woman … she might not like him very much, but as Hong Meiling started dancing on the table, singing Shen Yu’s favourite song …

Well, even if his grandson’s wife didn’t like him, Shen Yu rather liked her. He smiled and lifted another cup to toast her, one the rat had spiked with some form of laxative. He drank it and winked at the creature.

It was surprisingly potent, but of no real consequence.

Shen Yu sighed as some of the tension bled from his shoulders.

It was not what he’d wanted or expected from his trip … but he was feeling satisfied all the same.

He sat with his grandson and began to pet the boar, who had walked over and sat beside him. He watched an absolutely fantastic performance.

Hopefully Lu Ri was having an enjoyable time … though he doubted it.

The man was probably dour as always, but that was his charm!


Chapter 12

Fortuitous Encounter

Remain here,” Shen Yu commanded. “I shall continue alone.”

With that, the old monster strode forwards along the paved road and left Lu Ri behind.

Master Shen Yu wished to see Jin Rou alone, which was perfectly understandable. One day or thirty, it mattered little—Lu Ri had been commanded to wait, so he would wait until Master Shen instructed otherwise.

At least Master Shen had left him in a town, though the wilderness would have been no object either. He would have scouted the area, set up a small camp, and then settled in to meditate.

Instead … he got to explore this little town. He turned from the gate back towards the town center and began to meander around the area. It was a quaint thing. In form it was much the same as any other town in the Imperial Heartlands.

There was one thing, however: The town wasn’t in the Imperial Heartlands.

From what Lu Ri had seen when he’d been here last year, the towns of the Azure Hills were tiny, smelly, and often dirty things. Imperial Palaces and roads were poorly maintained. Lack of funds, corruption, and simple time had worn most of them down into something undeniably rural and provincial.

Indeed, Lu Ri could see signs of wear on this town as well. It felt old to Lu Ri’s senses, like all the other towns had. It carried the weight of history from people living here for thousands of years.

In Verdant Hill, however, that old, worn, and run-down feeling had been replaced with something almost optimistic.

He had already seen the report his men had given him on Verdant Hill, but reading a report and seeing the reality in person were two separate things. He trusted his men to do their utmost, but the town of Verdant Hill had actually exceeded what he had been informed of in the letter.

The cobbles were immaculate. The air, which this far north should have been thick with the smell of animals and people crammed in together, merely had the scent as an undertone. The rest got carried away by the spring breeze. Even the sides of the buildings looked like they were washed regularly.

Lu Ri took note of it all as he explored Verdant Hill. Even the district that was the poorest and most run-down did not appear dilapidated. There was a man scrubbing at a spot on the street, cleaning up whatever had stained it.

A drunkard, his cheeks rosy red, staggered over to a labeled receptacle and tossed his refuse into it. He stumbled away, but the fact that he hadn’t just left his waste in the streets was interesting.

Lu Ri continued on, examining the people as he went. They were no different than normal mortals, he deduced. There wasn’t anything at all special about them as they went about their lives.

This … this had been imposed, but unlike other places Lu Ri had seen in his life, this imposition upon the people was not egregious, or even truly forceful. The drunkard looked like he did it out of habit, and not that there was any true punishment for simply leaving his spent drink containers on the street.

Lu Ri glanced at the receptacle, and the slate beside it listed pickup times, as well as several names: men who had performed the duty, apparently writing down whenever they completed the task.

Lu Ri raised his eyebrow at the system and noted its usefulness. He returned to the main streets, past the gossiping wives and street vendors, until his path was interrupted.

A crowd had formed on the main street, the people hollering and clapping.

Lu Ri navigated the crowd, wondering what they were cheering on, when he saw the line of guards marching through the street with heavy packs on their backs. Their boots were muddy, and several looked close to falling over and passing out. As he cast a clinical eye on the men, he had to admit their conditioning was exemplary by mortal standards. Unlike the sloth and indolence that infected the far-flung reaches of the Empire, these men walked with purpose.

The eyes upon them were filled with pride and not an ounce of fear. These were not mere enforcers of the Magistrate’s will, as was often the case in cities. These men were beloved fathers and sons.

“Look at ’em go!” one man shouted.

“Ha! The Lord Magistrate certainly had them go for a long one,” another boy chuckled.

“Go on, Han! You can do it!” a young woman called, waving to one guard in particular.

The pack was led by an older-looking man—likely the guard captain. He had a salt-and-pepper beard, but age had done little to dull his physical capabilities. His eyes were bright and sharp, and his breathing was even as he ran with his men. Lu Ri approved of the man immediately. He had a certain air about him. A certain undeniable charisma, leading the younger men onwards. His stamina in particular was astounding for a mortal, to still be at the head of these young bucks.

“Come, gentlemen!” the guard captain boomed, his voice clear and strong. “We have nearly reached our goal!”

“Yes!” the men gasped out.

Lu Ri looked on with amusement as the men managed to redouble themselves for the final stretch—one last sprint into the town square, where they slowed to a stop, panting.

The guard captain turned around, gazing at the men with obvious pride.

“Excellent work, men! I do believe that was faster than last year!”

There was a ragged cheer, and aides started handing out waterskins to the men.

The captain nodded. “Excellent! I praise your hard work and dedication, guards of Verdant Hill. However! I know you know what comes next.”

The men groaned.

“Indeed! Procure your practice blades—a problem shall not wait for you to be well-rested!”

Lu Ri nodded at the captain’s wisdom. Still, mortal swordplay was not something particularly interesting—

“Yes, Lord Magistrate!” the guards managed to shout as one.

That isn’t the guard captain, but the Magistrate? Lu Ri thought in shock.

Lu Ri turned back around immediately. His sharp eyes focused on the man again.

He isn’t fat.

Perhaps … that was uncharitable. Not all Magistrates were fat, but the Lord Magistrate of Crimson Crucible City was. Every time Lu Ri had seen him, the mortal had been surrounded by enough wealth and decadence that it was repulsive. The man had thirty wives, on the last count, and was bedecked with enough gold to buy this town forty times over.

Oh, the man had a mind that even a cultivator could be wary of, and a vicious cunning that had kept him in power for decades—but that was what Lu Ri thought of when he thought of a Magistrate. A creature far removed from the Honoured Founders’ writings, evil tolerated out of necessity.

Lu Ri could not help but watch as the Magistrate brought out his sword and invited his men to trade pointers with him.

The Magistrate was … passable. He was the best swordsman in the town by far—though that was not saying much. The orthodox style of the Imperial court, mostly used for self-defence, was well practised.

He instructed his juniors admirably well and showed them how to properly fight multiple opponents as a mortal. Namely dodging, running, and using one’s environment against them, slipping around his men like a wily fox.

He was better at dodging than he was at fighting. But as a mortal he could not really afford to get hit at all, so it was only logical.

Soon, that too came to an end—several men started to fall to their knees at around noon.

The Lord Magistrate looked down upon the men and nodded.

“Verdant Hill, what do you think of our brave protectors?” the man asked of the crowd.

A cheer rocked the streets.

“You are dismissed for the rest of the day. Rest up, gentlemen,” the Magistrate called to them.

This time, the guards cheered too. The Lord Magistrate nodded and turned to an aide, who handed him his outer robes and sash that did indeed denote him as the Lord Magistrate.

Lu Ri sharpened his ears to hear what he was saying.

“Lee, inform my scribes I have finished here and will be available for the review of the spring visitations. Make sure all the villages we missed last year are on it. Then compile the summary of investments in the Gutter,” the Magistrate commanded the rather severe-looking man beside him.

“Yes, Lord Magistrate,” the aide replied.

“After that, get the documents to the Azure Jade Trading Company and procure the items my lady wife requested.”

“Yes, Lord Magistrate.”

“Then purchase yourself and your fellows some tea,” the Lord Magistrate finished, handing the aide some coins.

The man’s lips quirked. “Your will is my command, Lord Magistrate.”

Only after giving out his orders did the Magistrate take a breath, put a smile on his face, and turn to the crowd that was growing closer to him.

“A fine showing this year, Lord Magistrate!” a man called out.

“Indeed it was, Xi Shou!” the Magistrate replied as he waded into the masses. Lu Ri kept his eyes on the man as he greeted the vast majority of his subjects by name. His smile and vitality had never wavered, even after the punishing run. But Lu Ri could see the minute muscle spasms that told of bone-deep exhaustion.

To the mortals, it would be invisible.

Lu Ri had to admit that he was impressed by this mortal. Indeed, his thoughts returned to the man when he visited a quaint little shop and sampled their snacks and tea a few minutes later.

They were passable, though the tea was a bit too weak for his tastes. And, of course, there was no maple syrup here. A shame.

Eventually, however, he made a decision. He had time to spare … so he might as well investigate something interesting.

→

Later that night, Lu Ri was in the town’s tavern, speaking with one of the locals.

“Huh, another new guy. We’ve been getting more visitors recently, ever since the Trading Company set up shop,” the man mused as he took a sip of alcohol.

“Indeed. This one is but a travelling scholar, though he does work for the Azure Jade Trading Company,” Lu Ri replied. The man looked amused at the formal pattern of Lu Ri’s speech, and then after a moment his eyes lit up when Lu Ri signaled to the serving woman to bring them both a fresh bottle. “I saw the demonstration earlier—tell me, was that truly the Lord Magistrate?” Lu Ri asked, dropping the excessive formality.

The man grinned.

Soon, the entire bar was all too happy to sing of the Lord Magistrate’s exploits.

The firm but fair patriarch, guiding them as a captain guides his ship. The visionary scholar, who could plan decades ahead. The compassionate ruler, wading into floods to stack sandbags with the common folk.

The Lord Magistrate of Verdant Hill.

Some of the stories were slightly absurd. Like the man commanding cultivators to heal plagues and patrol the roads.

However, they were repeated enough that they had to have some grain of truth to them.

Each word painted a picture. A picture Lu Ri had heard of but never seen. It was referenced in the writings of the Honourable Elders of the Cloudy Sword Sect.

A true Magistrate is the picture of prudence and forbearance. He is strong in both body and mind, tireless in the pursuit of justice and in following his oaths to the Emperor and Empire …

Had he found a gemstone, hidden in this far-flung town?

Lu Ri paid the tab and left the bar, venturing out into the clean, well-patrolled streets.

Before he arranged a visit with the man and took his measure, he decided to do more research.

The people of Verdant Hill disparaged the previous Magistrate. They called the man lazy and spat upon his memory.

If Lu Ri could compare the years before the current Lord Magistrate’s coming to the years after he’d come to power … what kind of picture would it paint?

He doubted Master Shen would be back tomorrow, anyway. Now, where to get that information? The mortal Archives stored taxation information, did it not?

Reaching into his pocket, Lu Ri pulled out some of the papers the Plum Blossom’s Shadow had given him. At finding the authorisation for the Archives, he nodded.

He had a wonderful distraction for tomorrow.

↔

The Lord Magistrate was in a fantastic mood as the light streamed in his window. His bed was wonderfully soft and warm … and after the vigourous exercise yesterday, running the guards through their paces, he planned to spend today relaxing.

He smiled at his lady wife and scooped up some syrup-laden cake.

“Open,” he commanded, and his lady wife obliged him, allowing him to feed her—for at the moment she was … indisposed. She let out a pleased sound at the taste.

“Ah, a thousand blessings on that young man. Our breakfasts were dreadfully boring before Jin came along,” she said.

The Lord Magistrate chuckled. “He’s not a bad boy,” he agreed. Indeed, Jin had been causing him fewer stomachaches recently, so he was inclined to forgive the cultivator.

He picked up another piece of pancake and brought it to his wife’s lips again. He missed on purpose, so that the syrup ran down her cheek.

Lady Wu giggled at his antics. “Oh, trying to make a mess, husband?”

“Perhaps,” he replied with a smile, even though she couldn’t see it at the moment, before sitting back to examine his handiwork.

As much as the present had been embarrassing, Jin had given them really good rope. It didn’t abrade the skin quite so much—so he was free to try new things. And truly, this pattern he had crafted was most pleasing. Black rope, white skin, and the slightest hint of red.

“Are you still all right, my dear?” he asked Lady Wu. The blindfolded woman smiled.

“I am having a most relaxing time, my husband. It would be even better if you cleaned up the mess you made,” she replied. Her voice was sultry and sent tingles down his back.

The Lord Magistrate made to oblige her … when there was a harsh buzz that filled the room. He jumped and cursed—as did his wife—and shot a glare at his bedside table.

One of the lesser transmission stones he had was the object making the racket. They were only for emergencies, so with a sigh he reached across and tapped it twice. It buzzed harshly again, crackling with interference, before smoothing out.

First Archivist Bao’s voice came from the other end, reverberating oddly, so the Lord Magistrate tapped the blasted thing again.

“Bao,” he said, knowing the man never interrupted without good reason.

“Good morning, old friend, my deepest apologies for disturbing, but … well. There is an oddity, and I thought it prudent to contact you, just in case.”

“It is all right, Bao,” Lady Wu replied.

“Ah, my dear Lady Wu! I am doubly sorry, then, for contacting you when you’re so tied up with other matters.” There was an amused lilt to the archivist’s voice. “But as I said, there is an oddity. First thing this morning, a travelling scholar claiming to be related to the Azure Jade Trading Company showed up with all proper and official papers to the restricted section of the Archives—but when I asked the men the company left behind, they told me they weren’t expecting somebody for the next several weeks.”

The Lord Magistrate frowned. “That is a bit odd. What’s he doing?”

“Going through all of your financial documents, taxation data, and everything we have on the Gutter, starting from the day you ascended to your position,” Bao reported dryly.

The Lord Magistrate froze, confused. What the hells?

Was he perhaps some manner of Imperial agent?

“Are we being audited?” he asked, incredulous, the only real outcome for wanting that information arising.

The transmission stone snapped and hissed. “I’m unsure.”

The Lord Magistrate sighed.

“Well, if that’s all he’s doing … that’s what the Archives are there for, I suppose. I have nothing to hide from the Empire.”

Well, he had a few minor things to hide. He had purposefully underreported the taxes he owed the Empire a few times in the early years, when he’d needed capital to reinvest into the Gutter.

But when your archivist is on your side, it becomes surprisingly easy to fudge the numbers without leaving a trail.

Okay, and he had bought some expensive wine with some of the money too, but he was only a man.

“I’ll send somebody to request a meeting,” the Lord Magistrate decided. “Thank you for telling me, Bao.”

“Of course, Lord Magistrate. Lady Wu.” The crystal stopped buzzing.

The Lord Magistrate sighed, just a bit annoyed.

“Duty calls?” Lady Wu asked him.

“Duty calls. I’ll get you down.”

↔

The records painted a picture. A work crafted lovingly by a master. They were skilled, prudent, and downright visionary.

Lu Ri consumed the records in the Archives like a mortal might consume a good book. For hidden in taxation and logistics was a tale as riveting as any about cultivation.

Every asset leveraged. Careful loans and, at times, money from his own coffers in order to do what had to be done. Trips to remote villages to recover after disasters. Massive shipments of medicine from a village nearby, funded by the Magistrate to help refugees from a cultivating bandit named Sun Ken.

Each challenge met in time and solved with barely a hiccup. The creation of supply chains, wholesale for a public works project that had already paid for itself. The Gutter. It was an uninspired name, and an artifice that a cultivator could make in days. Yet judging by the dimensions, and the lack of Qi in this province … it had been completed all with only mortal might.

He was everything the Honoured Founders said he should be. The Lord Magistrate. The Patriarch of Verdant Hill.

Lu Ri had to meet this man. He had to see, if independent from the writings of the Founders, somebody else had understood. Had somebody else, a mere mortal, arrived at their same conclusions?

And perhaps … perhaps the man would have a fresh viewpoint for Lu Ri. Bow to the mortal who enlightens you; disdain the barbarian who only knows the strength of his arms.

Someone beside Lu Ri coughed politely.

↔

The scholar from the Archives did agree to a meeting.

But the Lord Magistrate noticed something was off the instant the man stepped into the room and smiled.

The scholar did not have a face suited to smiling; it was too taciturn, too severe—and it looked like the man was smiling at an old friend.

There was also a small spark in his eye that made the Lord Magistrate’s blood run cold.

He cut the man off as the scholar made to bow and give pleasantries, instead rising to his feet.

“How may Verdant Hill aid the Master Cultivator?” he asked instead.

The man froze, and the smile, if possible, got just a bit wider.

“Your instincts are truly sharp,” the scholar said, and he sounded like he was genuinely praising the Lord Magistrate.

The Lord Magistrate took a breath, bracing himself on the desk even as his legs turned to jelly.

The morning had been going so well, too.

He wondered what the man wanted.

If it’s a cultivator, don’t try to be a hero, Teacher. Cooperate with them as much as they want, and then send them to me. I don’t want you to get hurt. Jin’s words echoed in his head … and he felt even more grateful that Jin was the pragmatic sort.

The man before the Magistrate changed. The small spark in his eyes turned into an inferno as a bland-looking scholar shifted into a cultivator. His presence filled the room. A lone cloud in the sky, stark and beautiful.

“This one is Lu Ri, Senior Disciple of the Cloudy Sword Sect,” the man declared, and the Lord Magistrate’s body seized up. The world slowed to a crawl. If his body hadn’t frozen, the Lord Magistrate was certain he would be screaming in fear, terror, and anger. His stomach bubbled unpleasantly. Okay, it was okay, Jin had said that he was part of the Cloudy Sword Sect … unless he had been lying and oh gods why him.

In the midst of him desperately trying to banish his rapidly rising panic, the cultivator’s hands came up—

And performed a proper, respectful greeting, like Jin had done all those times.

“He greets the Lord Magistrate of Verdant Hill.”

The Lord Magistrate stared blankly. After a beat, he managed to force words past his locked-up throat.

“Again. How may the Verdant Hill aid the Master Cultivator?”

The man nodded at the question before tapping his finger. In a flash of light, several sheaves of paper suddenly appeared in his hands from a ring.

The cultivator smiled again and made his request.

The Lord Magistrate was so shocked that even his internal scream petered out.

⬜

And that was how the Lord Magistrate found himself having dinner with another cultivator, one who was much, much too friendly with him, discussing politics, taxation, and logistics.

The worst part was that this was not the first time this had happened. Jin’s desired lessons were comprehensive in scope.

He had been tempted to try and get Jin’s attention, but after the shock had worn off he recognised the man’s name. Senior Brother Lu Ri.

Who was supposed to be Jin’s friend.

The meeting was, surprisingly, not terrible. The man was knowledgeable and polite enough, but for the first half of the conversation it felt more like the man was quizzing him.

He answered as best as he was able, and strangely each answer made the man happier and happier.

And just like a certain other cultivator, this one surprised him as well with something he didn’t expect.

He stared at the meticulous notes Lu Ri had given him. He instantly grasped their meaning, and how to use such a thing, but the question still came out.

“Mail?”

“Yes, Lord Magistrate,” the cultivator said with honest respect in his voice. “Mail.”

Why did he get all the weird ones? Not that it was bad, really. He much preferred the weird ones to the normal ones, but why were they all gathering here?
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Chapter 13
Aftermath


The first rays of dawn began to spread over the land. It dyed the grass and the water pink and gold as the light crawled across fertile soil and vibrant grass. Birdsong filled the air, a hundred thousand little creatures chirping furiously, trying to find a partner.

The cacophony ceased when a pair of fighters started trading blows.

Yin’s leg, armoured in the light of the sun, met a paw surrounded by cutting blades. A shock wave tore through the air followed by a clap of thunder.

Yin was thrown backwards and slammed into the ground beside the fields. She’d barely gotten her feet under her when Tigu slammed into the ground beside her, eyes sharp and predatory.

She was in the form of a cat at the moment, having shifted back earlier with a muttered statement about her getting rusty.

Everybody else was still asleep back at the house, working off the booze. They had actually mostly made it to their beds this time—though for some reason, after a whispered conversation with Xiulan and a fist bump, Master Jin had taken the dozing Mistress Meiling and their younger brother into the Blade of Grass’s room, while Cai Xiulan claimed the main bedroom. The child hadn’t seemed at all bothered by the louder voices and change of sleeping arrangements. It probably helped that everybody went to check on him during the night and made sure he was okay.

Yin knew, because that was where she had spent most of the night with Tigu, the both of them on self-imposed baby duty. Yin … hadn’t really felt like joining in last night. There had been too much on her mind.

She had even been distracted when they had gone for a patrol. She and Tigu hadn’t talked much there either, until midway through Tigu had offered to spar with Yin.

Yin had accepted, as she needed a distraction as well.

‘You’re not paying attention,’ Tigu scolded with a jab, rocking Yin’s head back and forcing her attention back into the present.

‘Fuck off,’ Yin fired back with no real heat as her armour ignited.

[Sun Arts: Solar Ring]

Tigu’s eyebrow rose and she interspersed her Qi claws, simply catching the blow without resorting to a technique of her own.

The solar power faded as a paw came in from the other side, ramming into Yin’s armour and shattering it.

The rabbit hit the ground and just lay there for a moment. Shifu had taught her to never stop moving, never stop trying to fight … but Tigu had clearly stopped, so Yin stopped too. Honestly, there wasn’t really any point in the spar anyway, other than to burn energy.

Instead, Yin watched the kind and gentle dawn as the rays touched her, her fur turning the same colour.

When the light hit Yin’s fur she felt her Qi surge with it, higher and higher, the highest it had ever been.

And yet, even on seeing its heights near the Profound Realm, utterly eclipsing her past self … it still wasn’t enough.

And that was the crux of things, wasn’t it.

Yin sighed at her lack of power.

‘It’s the old man, isn’t it?’ Tigu asked, and the rabbit chuckled mirthlessly at the deduction.

The old bastard. The old monster. She shuddered as she remembered his Qi. How utterly small she had felt. With Master Jin, it was all right, because he was their friend. It had never even occurred to her that she might have to fight Jin. He was calm, controlled, and … nice in a way that Yin still had trouble believing sometimes. He was too much like Shifu when Shifu wasn’t lying to himself, the stupid snake.

But Shen Yu? Shen Yu had made the sun itself seem cold and small. Shen Yu had been an existence that she could not even try to challenge.

‘Yeah,’ Yin muttered.

She had run with them, all of them, towards Shen Yu, but for the first time in her life, as the world shuddered and Shen Yu’s Qi roared like a living thing …

Yin had been absolutely terrified. Not for herself. She was a weapon that could be used until it broke. But for this place. For Bowu’s laughter, as she helped him in the forge. For Huo Ten’s grumbling, as she misidentified an ore again. For Chun Ke, showing her spots to nap, for Pi Pa’s tea, and Ri Zu’s attempts to be friends, even though they were so different. For Wa Shi, sneaking her carrots after a hard day, for Bi De’s companionship, as they debated the sun and the moon. For the sheep and the river. For the barn and the fence.

For a snake, her Shifu, smiling genuinely.

Long, long ago, Yin had asked why her Shifu had cared so much about the village. The snake had seemed sad when he’d turned his one-eyed gaze upon her.

‘I pity you, Yin, for you do not know what home is; I envy you, Yin, for you do not know what it is like to lose it.’

Back then, it had been a contradictory statement. A strange thing that had gotten Yin to drop the subject, because no, she hadn’t known.

But now she did. And his wistful whisper, filled with both joy and pain, had exploded in Yin’s chest.

Home.

Fa Ram was home.

She loved it here. She loved having a full belly. She loved that Shifu was finally happy. She even loved being the first one people went to when they needed a fire.

Shen Yu’s Qi. The threat of this place being destroyed … that had been sobering. Before, it had seemed like an impossibility, with Master Jin’s power. Now that illusion of safety had been broken.

And a useless weapon hadn’t been able to do anything to protect it.

Yin turned away from Tigu and glanced at a little shed down by the river.

Yin’s shed. At first it had been a pile, and then a lean-to, before Master Jin and Gou Ren had made it into a little building. It was full of a random assortment of projects, from glass to little rocks. From nuts to dried mushrooms in inexpertly crafted pots.

The works of an aimless weapon, trying to find something that suited her. She had gone and done anything and everything that had caught her eye, instead of focusing.

She had not been needed as a protector. Hells, what was she now at all, other than a mobile firepit? It was nice to be needed and thanked … but what exactly was she?

Yin just felt lost.

Perhaps … perhaps she had strayed from her true path as a weapon too much.

She didn’t need any of those things. None of them were any good, anyway. The workings of an amateur.

She would burn the shed down later. Destroy everything that had occupied her mind that was not battle, for she had become lazy. Midday naps? Sitting around admiring flowers in the sunroom? When a monster like that existed? No, that wouldn’t—

A paw batted into Yin’s side.

‘You’re thinking something foolish. I can tell by your ears. Stop it,’ the cat commanded.

‘You don’t know what I’m thinking, ass!’ Yin fired back, tugging at her ears with her paws, for the things were obviously traitors.

‘Then tell your Senior Sister, so that I may either be proven wrong or right,’ Tigu replied after a moment.

Yin huffed at the slightly arrogant tone. It came out more when Tigu was in that form. ‘I’ve been meandering too much. It’s unnecessary. I’m no good at anything but fighting—and I’m not even good at that. I should be training instead of wandering aimlessly. I wanted to try too many new things. Digging in the dirt? Making things? What use have I for that? It was a mistake.’

Tigu considered Yin’s words. Then her paw batted onto Yin’s forehead again.

‘See? Foolish,’ the cat stated bluntly. ‘It was not a mistake to try and find something more out of life. Are you not stronger now than you were before?’

‘I am, but—’

‘But nothing. There was nothing any of us could have done. The foe was beyond us. I know your struggle with strength well, Yin. I am still not Bi De’s equal, no matter what I’ve done. Xiulan still defeats me, now that she has recovered herself. The only thing we can do is our best, without letting it consume us.’ Her voice was almost gentle at that point, and Tigu paused for a moment to lean forwards and lick the disturbed fur on Yin’s forehead back into place. ‘It’s fine to want to train and grow stronger—your humble, perfect, and powerful Senior Sister will help you with that! But do not be so quick to burn down everything you enjoy.’

Yin said nothing as she thought about Tigu’s words. There was some frustration in her voice. Her eyes had tightened when she’d said there was nothing to be done.

She had been absolutely furious … and yet here she was, trying to comfort Yin.

‘You sound like Bi De when you talk like that,’ Yin stated after a moment.

Tigu went from comforting to horrified. She really had sounded like Bi De in that moment, warm and nurturing. A true Senior Sister.

‘What? I don’t sound like him at all!’ Tigu yowled out.

Yin hopped away from the cat as she stood, the hairs on her back puffed out.

Yin snorted, and then forced a smile. ‘Rooster cat!’

‘I try to be nice, and this is how you repay me?’ Tigu snarled. ‘Come, then! If you want to get stronger, it starts here! Let’s trade pointers properly!’

The world descended once more into combat.

Yin pulsed with the beat of the sun—and with a pop, Tigu was once more human.

Yin took that as a victory. Tigu fought a lot better as a human than as a cat.

Yin stared at Tigu’s muscles and the ease with which she moved her human body.

She felt the earth beneath her feet, the little strands of gold, the existence that helped all of them.

In the end, Yin was defeated and then taken into Tigu’s arms.

Normally, she would have been content there. But today, Yin wiggled and hopped out of the embrace.

‘I’m going to go and take a walk before breakfast. I’ve got a lot to think about,’ Yin said at Tigu’s questioning gaze.

Tigu stared at her a moment before nodding.

“Just … remember what I said, okay?” the girl said. “I know Master and Miantiao would be sad if you just destroyed everything you loved.”

Yin sighed and nodded before setting off. She could understand Tigu’s words … but there was still a nagging feeling in the back of her mind.

She looked up at the ghost of the moon. No matter how Bi De praised it … she never could really feel anything but distaste for the object.

Distaste and a nasty headache. She didn’t remember much about the night Shifu had found her, save for the fact that the moon had seemed oddly foreboding.

The rabbit turned away and looked back at the warm, beautiful sun. She allowed its strength to fill her body.

She didn’t really have a purpose anymore. She was no longer a weapon aimed at Sun Ken, and so she had floundered. She hadn’t grown as much as the others.

So she needed a purpose. She had already tried many things, yet nothing had really clicked. The closest was dancing, but even that didn’t feel entirely right at times.

So it was time to try something new.

The rabbit huffed as she stopped walking and looked at her paws.

She thought back to Tigu’s power.

She thought back to Tigu’s form.

She looked at the ground again, brimming with determination. Tigu had said there were lightning bolts involved, right?

Well, best to do a bit of training first. Wa Shi spat lightning, didn’t he?

↔

Rou Tigu watched Yin go with a slight amount of trepidation.

Honestly, she was completely unsure if she had gotten through to the rabbit.

She did know intimately what the rabbit had been feeling: wondering what exactly she was and feeling disconnected from parts of herself that she was still trying to reintegrate—her cat form, the part of her that felt less real than her human body sometimes.

But it was still a part of her. Just like Yin wasn’t really a weapon but still referred to herself as one.

Tigu would have smacked Miantiao around for what he had done to her Junior Sister if she didn’t think that the snake already punished himself more than Tigu ever could.

Tigu sighed.

Stupid rooster made this whole older-sibling thing seem easy. And now the idiot had gone and said he would be beholden to Shen Yu.

Tigu was conflicted about the old man. He had fought with her Master, displaying his overwhelming might—but in the end, he’d bowed his head to Tigu’s Master and apologised to him.

She honestly was still a bit confused about the whole thing. But her Master had tamed the old monster somehow.

Truly, her Master was her Master. His words were more powerful than any sword he could wield.

She could be fine with Shen Yu, Tigu decided … after he stopped annoying everybody else, at least. He was strong, and if he could show her one thing that she could use to protect her home … then she would be polite, at least.

It still didn’t mean she wanted the rooster to have to owe the old man, though.

She sighed. Things had changed. And now … all they could do was change with it.

Tigu kicked a rock in irritation.

Geh! All of this stuff is so complicated!


Chapter 14
Shock Waves


Pi Pa finished drinking some of the Mistress of the House’s hangover cure, then sighed as the potion began to take hold. The rather nasty headache she had began to fade—and she started to clean up the worst of the night’s … celebrations.

She sighed when she gathered the cups off the table, once more disparaging alcohol. Or at least that particular alcohol. It was quite annoying that the mead was one of the few things Pi Pa could truly taste, with the side effects of her cultivation—which meant that when she did get some, she normally kept drinking.

It was nice in the moment. The pleasant glow that the world got, along with the songs that were sung, and the dancing that was had. But afterwards …

Well, this time it wasn’t too bad, at least. It wasn’t like any who lived here were particularly messy, but there was a bunch of spilled wine from when the Master of the House played “beer pong” with their … guest.

Pi Pa directed her eyes to the form that was slumbering beside her Dear: Shen Yu, Honoured Grandfather.

Pi Pa glanced at the man, who was dozing happily. He had a look of contentment on his face, his head on her Dear’s flank.

Pi Pa considered the man. He was … certainly a character. The man had become uncouth and lewd as he had gotten into his cups … though Pi Pa couldn’t exactly fault him, as the Mistress also got uncouth and lewd as she drank. The ribald tales and songs they had traded seemed to break some of the Mistress’s cold mien. Even Pi Pa could not entirely suppress a smile when she recalled the Ballad of Zhang Jiba and his magical lengthening, hardening staff which he had to keep tucked into his belt.

After that had come the story of how Young Miss Xianghua had met Young Sir Gou Ren—and Shen Yu’s lament still hung in Pi Pa’s ears.

“Why did I never come here before?” the old man had demanded, staring at the absolutely smug expressions of the Mistress and the Young Miss. “They build women out of different material here in these hills!”

Which led to Young Sir Yun Ren showing off Biyu on his recording crystal, and Shen Yu clapping him on the back.

For all he was lewd, he had not made any advances towards the ladies; his hands and eyes had stayed polite and respectful, as much as Pi Pa could tell.

And indeed, even though he had clashed with their Master … he seemed to no longer wish to test him. Which was good. She had nearly unleashed the tightly bottled void in her chest when she’d first felt the clash—but she had stayed her jaws when she further examined what had been happening. When it had become apparent that it was more of a spar than anything serious, she’d calmed down completely.

But most importantly … her Dear had shaken his head. He had not been scared. And he did not seem to be angry with Shen Yu, so the man could not truly be that bad. A bit set in his ways, perhaps, but in the end he hadn’t truly caused them any harm. Thus, Pi Pa would treat him as his status demanded.

He was an Honoured Guest. But he had scared her quite a bit, so she would take some petty vengeance.

She wondered how much Shen Yu liked the taste of unwashed dragon scales.

Thus did Pi Pa nod and return to her duties, preparing for the day. Which currently started with taking care of the residents. With a gentle intake of breath and a small leap, she got Huo Ten down from the ceiling to place him into a better position on the couch. She nodded to Miantiao, who was just starting to awake, coiled as he was on Bowu’s chest. Ri Zu was with Miss Meihua, the night having gotten a bit too rowdy for both of them. Wa Shi was passed out in his lair, his head completely submerged in the river while his coils obstructed most of the room. Bubbles came up from the water as he snored. Yin and Tigu were out on patrol, neither of them having drunk anything the previous night.

Bei Be was still outside, staring blankly at the cut Shen Yu had made for him.

Pi Pa opened the oven to light it for breakfast and came face first with Bi De. The rooster stared back blearily at her from where he was trussed up in a cooking pan.

“Good morning, Sister,” he said with as much dignity as he could muster.

‘Good morning. You might wish to have a word with Young Sir Yun Ren for this one,’ she replied. The rooster nodded at her words as she pulled the tray out and set him aside. ‘Hangover cure is in the jar on the counter.’

“My thanks, Sister. I have not missed training with Shen Yu, have I?” he asked, sounding embarrassed and considered.

‘Honoured Grandfather is still on the floor. You are fine. Now drink up and make yourself presentable. You can help me afterwards.’

Not that Bi De was really any good at cooking, but he could at least chop the vegetables. Pi Pa spared him another glance as, with a flex, the ropes binding him broke. He rose to drink his medicine.

Such a foolish boy, offering himself like that to Shen Yu. But … that was just the way he was. To think that Pi Pa could kill Chow Ji in a single blow now, yet the rat’s shadow still lingered in how they acted.

Bi De would protect them and their way of life, even at the cost of himself.

He jumped as she nosed him.

‘Feel better soon,’ Pi Pa told him.

Bi De’s smile warmed. “I will. Thank you, Sister.”

Pi Pa nodded and continued through her duties. She lit the fires and heated the bath. She listened for a moment to Tigu and Yin sparring in the early morning. She returned to check on Bi De’s preparations, and once satisfied, she sought to begin waking people up.

First was Shen Yu. The man had already obviously been awake for at least a little—perhaps because of Yin and Tigu’s spar—but his eyes were still closed and he remained half-asleep.

She approached with heavier steps, something telling her that it was wise not to sneak up on this man, and Pi Pa was very light on her feet.

As she did, Shen Yu stretched and smacked his lips, a wide, lethargic smile overcoming his features. “Ah …” The old man sighed happily. “Now that was a good night.”

Pi Pa gently placed first a large glass of water then a cup of tea beside him. The man turned to look at her. He had a contemplative expression on his face as Pi Pa set down the beverages.

‘Good morning, Honoured Grandfather. If you require a remedy for any headache, this Pi Pa can provide one for you.’

Shen Yu considered her words, his eyes sharp and not at all bleary. After a second, he turned from her to look at the cups she had placed down for him. He picked up Miantiao’s glass and admired it for a second.

“A fine glass, and water filled with Draconic Qi,” he mused, before draining the glass. “Hmm, not bad.”

Pi Pa kept her face carefully neutral as she bowed. Dragon spit was a fine beverage? Then the man turned to the tea, taking a sniff. “Arbus, Hairroot fungus, and jadecaps,” he listed, immediately identifying the herbal brew.

‘From Mistress’s father, for liver function,’ Pi Pa informed him. The man nodded.

“Oh? A good tea after a night of drinking,” he declared, before picking it up and taking a sip. “Hmm, I shall have to bring some of this to Lu Ri.”

‘I shall prepare some for you, Honoured Grandfather. Secondly, the bath has been prepared, should you wish to cleanse yourself before breakfast.’ Pi Pa doubted he needed to. Other than the slight trace of alcohol, the man had no scent and not a drop of sweat on his body.

Shen Yu nodded, an odd expression coming over his face for a moment before he sighed.

“I’ve been in palaces with worse hospitality,” he mused, before looking at Pi Pa. “Who trained you?

Pi Pa blinked. ‘This Pi Pa trained herself for the most part.’

“Why?” Shen Yu asked after a moment. “Why place yourself as a servant?”

‘It … appealed to me.’

“‘Appealed’?” the man asked, sounding amused.

‘There is honour in service, in making a home that everyone can be proud of and happy to return to.’ Pi Pa’s voice was even and calm, but she couldn’t stop the little smile that crossed her face.

The honoured guest took a moment to consider her words.

“I see,” he finally said as he stood. “I shall have a bath, I think. It has been a long time!”

The man was smiling. His wrinkles and slight scars stood out starkly against his skin, belying a lifetime of combat and war. If he really did take Bi De along with him …

‘Good sir?’ Pi Pa asked. Shen Yu paused as he turned to leave.

“Hm?”

‘Please take care of our Bi De.’ Her head bowed.

“He is not my disciple yet,” the old man returned, before looking at Pi Pa more closely. “You truly care for him, don’t you?” he asked.

‘Yes. He is rather foolish, but he means well.’

The old man scratched at his chin, and after a moment he nodded before striding off, his brow furrowed.

Pi Pa watched him go and then sighed.

She returned to the kitchens to get more water and tea, then went to wake the rest of the household up.

She’d just finished ascending the stairs when two doors opened.

The Master and Mistress stepped out of Young Miss Xiulan’s room, just as Young Miss Xiulan stepped out of the master bedroom. They had traded beds for the night. The Mistress was smiling at her son, but she froze as she saw where the Young Miss was.

The Mistress gaped, shock and rank betrayal covering her face as she looked from her unapologetic husband to the smiling woman.

“You dare!” she gasped out.

“But Senior Sister, I was in your bed last night. I thought you would be happy …” Cai Xiulan returned, sheer smugness radiating off her.

Pi Pa sighed and rolled her eyes, but she felt the trace of a smile on her face.

→

Breakfast saw the Mistress sulking as she fed her son, while Cai Xiulan still looked like she had conquered the world.

Yin came in a little later, frowned at Shen Yu, and then sat down. Tigu had seemed relieved to see her.

Breakfast was rather quiet and subdued, as some were still recovering from their hangovers, but Pi Pa kept her eyes moving, noting the glances directed at Shen Yu while she tried to gauge the others’ reactions.

Most of them seemed relatively ambivalent.

The worst was Yin. She was completely subdued, and her eyes darted to Shen Yu often before she frowned again.

Wa Shi was still recommending him different bits of food to try, and even Huo Ten seemed settled.

Shen Yu, on the other hand, was observing all of them intently still, like he hadn’t quite figured them all out.

It was an awkward kind of breakfast, at least until Shen Yu spoke.

“Hong Meiling—before it slips my mind, I would like to meet your father. I never did give him a proper bride’s price,” Shen Yu declared. “And I would meet my granddaughter’s family!”

The table paused as the conversation shifted again, but Pi Pa only had eyes for Miantiao.

He was concerned for Yin … but the snake also seemed to hold no ill will towards the old man.

She had thought he would be the same as Yin: angry and lost. But instead … instead the snake was completely calm.

↔

Miantiao the snake was enjoying a cup of tea as he watched blasts of silver light erupt from the field near the forest.

Bi De was fighting with Shen Yu, showing the old human his power. Pi Pa settled down beside him, looking ahead towards the spar.

Then she turned to Miantiao.

‘So, what do you think of him?’ Pi Pa asked the snake, as another eruption of Qi rocked the world. Miantiao had known the question was coming. And really, he did not blame her for being curious. Out of everyone, he had reacted perhaps the least to Shen Yu.

Miantiao took a sip of his tea and then tilted his head from side to side in his version of a shrug. ‘He is a man. A powerful man, but a man. This Miantiao hasn’t known him enough to form an opinion.’

Pi Pa seemed surprised.

‘I see. And your thoughts on the … altercation?’

Miantiao took a breath, and sighed. The Qi and the fight had stunned Yin, and he still needed to talk to her. But Miantiao?

Miantiao had lost everything once. Miantiao had felt the complete and utter destruction of everything he had ever loved, and if that time had been upon him again … he would have known.

‘I knew we were in no danger,’ he answered after a moment. ‘There was power, but there was no intent to kill. And I know the intent to kill very well.’

‘So … even if the Master had lost … ?’

‘Yes, I had a feeling we would be fine. Shen Yu did not strike me as one who would destroy this place.’ It was simple and pragmatic, the personality he had put up since coming here. But … that was not the whole picture. Miantiao closed his eye as he remembered the embrace of a figure made of gold. ‘Though I do suppose there was another reason.’

Pi Pa raised an eyebrow. ‘And what reason would that be?’

‘Faith,’ the snake stated simply.

Pi Pa’s shocked face greeted him when he looked at her.

‘Faith?’ she asked.

‘I simply … did not think Jin would lose. Even against that man, with all his might.’

It was just as simple as that. He had placed his faith in the little Earth Spirit and the strength he had witnessed at the Dueling Peaks.

Or maybe he just thought the heavens would not be so cruel as to take a second home from him.

The sow beside him chuckled and shook her head. ‘Forgive me, but you were the last one that I would think to answer that way.’

Indeed, Miantiao would have thought the same. His soul was weighed down by regrets. But as he looked on at shimmering glass, at the greenhouse, and at everything he had created since coming here …

There was still a tiny flame of himself left. And like Bi De said, he would atone with his life—or rather, atone by living his life.

Atone by living and fixing his mistakes, like what he had done to Yin.

The rabbit’s reaction to Shen Yu was born of fear—and he would do everything in his power not to let it consume her.

Hopefully he could get through to her before she did anything really foolish … but at least she already had Tigu looking out for her.

There was another burst of silver light and Miantiao closed his eye again.

He could not help but think that they had weathered the worst of the storm; now, all that was left was to ride out the shock waves.


Chapter 15
What’s New in Hong Yaowu?


It was always fun going back home to Hong Yaowu, in Yun Ren’s opinion. He got to enjoy all the little kids shouting and clamouring at his arrival, and asking him to show them his recordings. He got to see his parents, who were happy to see him, even if they did keep teasing him about Biyu. Finally, he got to go to his usual haunts—most of which were gone now.

It really wasn’t the village of Yun Ren’s youth anymore.

The fields were all in different places, for one thing, and the houses had been either moved or built anew. Even though he had helped with a bunch of the construction, it still shocked him when he saw the changes in full. The only thing that was the same was the shrine—where funerary tablets from the Year of Sorrows clogged the walls as they always did.

After Yun Ren paid his respects, he wandered back down the village from the top of the hill and joined in on the little gathering Gou had started. Jin and Meimei were introducing the old man to everybody, so that meant that Yun Ren and everybody else got to do the time-honoured tradition of sitting around and talking about random stuff.

In his parents’ new house of all things.

Yeah. Ma and Pops had a whole house now, with glass windows instead of the little cabin Yun Ren remembered growing up in, where he had shared a room with his younger brother.

Gou had designed and built it for them. Yun had pitched in a bit—but it still felt weird, actually being in here. It smelled like home … but it looked wrong.

At least it was better than Gou’s little love nest on Jin’s farm. Not that Gou’s house wasn’t super nice and all, but Yun Ren made sure to sit outside whenever he talked with his brother. Having a better sense of smell was great … until you smelled something you really didn’t want to.

To his brother’s credit, he aired out the house as best he could, but still. That was his baby brother, and he was proud of the guy … he just didn’t want to smell it, yanno?

Yun Ren took a swig of his wine as he stared around at the table. Bi De, Tigu, Ri Zu, Xiulan, Xianghua, Bowu, and his brother were all there.

“I dunno why you’re askin’ my opinion on this, Bi De. I’m flattered you want it, really, but that crystal thing? It’s your wheelhouse if you want to tell the old man about it,” Yun Ren said frankly. “If you want to tell him, tell him.”

“I thank you for your honest words, Yun Ren,” the rooster replied. “What do you think of Master Shen Yu?”

“I don’t think he’s that bad,” Yun Ren opined, leaning back into the couch. “Gave me a scroll on interesting landmarks throughout the Empire. He even told me the best time of year to visit the capital, if I want to go.”

“You got that? He—ugh!” Gou Ren complained, his cheeks pink. “The old bastard didn’t give me a gift! Damn pervert, he’s as bad as Meimei …”

Xianghua turned to Yun Ren’s brother, her eyebrow raised. “But we have used his gift twice already. The Honoured Grandfather was most kind with that present. You never would have considered using your tongue in such a manner without the scroll’s guidance.”

Gou Ren looked like he wanted to die while everybody else at the table started laughing. They lapsed into inane conversation, just talking and drinking, while Yun Ren reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of crystal. Nezan’s core. The fox had yelped and disappeared the instant Shen Yu had gotten near the farm, the weirdo.

As if the fox could hear his disparaging thoughts, there was a pop, and Nezan finally reappeared.

“Well, look who finally decided to show up again,” Yun Ren mused, watching Nezan stretch.

“Indeed. I sensed he is preoccupied with other matters,” the fox said primly.

“Wassamatter? Scared of the old man?” Yun Ren taunted lightly. Nezan turned to him and raised an eyebrow, the white fox looking incredibly unamused.

“Dearest nephew, I’m fucking terrified.” Yun Ren paused at the blunt admission, as did the rest of the table. Tigu leaned over and squinted at the spirit fox. “Men like that are butchers of the highest order. Forgive me for having a bit of self-preservation. Besides … he is no normal cultivator.”

“Wait … you know him?” Yun Ren asked.

The fox sighed as he hopped up onto the table. “There were tales from the east, when I was with my dearest friend before I went to sleep. Rumours of a cultivator with strength surpassing all others. Even we, in the wilderness of the Howling Fang Mountains, heard of him.” A chill ran up Yun Ren’s spine. “My friends … have you heard the tale about the end of the Lord of the Volcano?”

The room abruptly started to darken; mist rose from the floor and an ominous wind blew. Nezan hopped forwards and swept his tail, turning to face them all. His eyes and markings began to burn orange and red in the now-darkened room.

“It was a great dragon that would make our dear Wa Shi look like an ant in comparison, whose breath could ignite stone and whose roar caused the earth to erupt!”

An ethereal dragon spewed out of the fox’s mouth, roaring and coiling. The illusion’s eyes burned with malevolence. Nezan’s voice was quiet and sharp, his eyes glittering.

Gou Ren swallowed. “Yeah, I’ve heard of that, but what does that have to do with anything?”

Nezan smiled, his voice quiet yet sharp. “Tell me, what was the name of the man who slew the beast?”

In front of them, the dragon illusion was challenged by a single man, a sword shining in his hand.

They all looked at each other, until Xiulan finally spoke.

“Was that not done by Master Meteor Sword?” Xiulan asked.

Nezan stumbled as the illusion wavered. The sunny day peeked out from behind the curtains of darkness and mist for a moment. “Wha—no, it … okay, okay … let’s try something else.” The fox cleared his throat before resuming, the shadows drawing close once more. “How about … ahem! On the slopes of Mount Shifeng! Where the cruelest of Demonic Cultivators lived!”

“The Demonic Sect Alliance?” Bowu asked, and Nezan’s grin grew.

The shadows lengthened, as cackling men with blood-red eyes capered around the room. The wails of the damned caused chills to run up Yun Ren’s spine, while a horrific spiked fortress rose off the table. “The Demonic Sect Alliance! You’ve heard of it, good! Their fortress was unassailable, yet one man assaulted them!”

Xianghua cocked her head to the side. “The Unrivalled Expert, Pure Sky?”

The fox fell flat onto his face, and the illusion failed. He glared around the table. A second later, a colosseum appeared, like the Earthly Arena in shape. “The champion of the Unrivalled Hidden Realm Tournament!”

“What year? Xiulan asked. “There was Han Bing, Shan Yuan, Meng—”

“The man who conquered the Young Mistress Shuli of the Shrouded Mountain?” The fox cut her off. A pretty woman with blond hair and storm-grey eyes appeared in a compromising position.

Yun Ren’s head tilted to the side, Xiulan clapped her hands over Tigu’s eyes, and Xianghua inspected it with due consideration. The fox sighed and dissipated the illusion.

“Okay, you have to know this one. Who defeated Cao Jian at Chengdu?”

“The Victorious Sword,” Bowu supplied.

“No!” The fox sighed with disgust, the mist and ominous atmosphere dissipating. The illusion twisted into a terrifying, demonic-looking version of the old man. “Shen Yu! The person who did all these things was named Shen Yu!”

“Oh, so that’s what you were getting at,” Gou Ren replied with a nod.

“It’s the Azure Hills, Uncle,” Xianghua said, shrugging. “We are … insulated from the world, at least in matters of cultivation.”

“Ugh. This backwater. It was supposed to be this dramatic reveal, you know? The rising tension, the dawning realisation …” the fox grumbled, sounding remarkably like Gou Ren as he did.

Bi De nodded his head.

“I thought the illusions were pretty cool,” Tigu comforted the fox. Nezan sighed again.

“Thank you.” Summer’s Sky shook in its sheath at Yun Ren’s waist. The rhythmic tinks against the scabbard almost sounded like laughter. “Shut up, darling,” Nezan shot at the blade, before huffing. “The man who those tales are about is named Shen Yu. A cultivator affiliated with the Cloudy Sword Sect.”

“But isn’t the Lord of the Volcano just, like … a legend? From the Age of Heroes?” Gou Ren asked, before he seemed to realise that it was kind of a dumb question. “I mean I thought it was way long ago …”

“Well, either it’s coincidence, or there’s another cultivator in the Imperial Realm named Shen Yu who happens to be affiliated with the Cloudy Sword Sect,” Nezan snarked.

The table was quiet for a moment before Gou Ren shrugged again. “Okay, so Jin’s Gramps is some legendary cultivator?”

“Yes. Shen Yu, the Unconquered Blade!”

There was silence at the table.

Xiulan sipped her wine.

Nezan sighed.

“He’s a terrifying cultivator who has eaten thousands of beast cores. So, forgive me my caution, but what else could he be doing, other than searching for ways to get stronger? If I showed myself, he might pluck me from your shoulder and consume my core without a thought!”

“I think he said something about giving Elder Xian a better bride price,” Yun Ren answered.

Nezan’s eye twitched.

Xiulan smiled at the fox. “You get used to it,” she said with a gentle voice, then downed the rest of a wine bottle.

↔

Shen Yu sipped his tea as he sat at a mortal table. The table was surprisingly large, for the property of a mortal headman, and smelled strongly of medicinal herbs.

He was in the house of Hong Meiling, waiting for her father.

Honestly, Shen Yu had thought a woman of Meiling’s caliber was at the very least from the city—instead of this tiny village. Normally, if he was going to be around mortals, he preferred the cities. It was the best place—there was always something new to do or see. Villages were boring and static compared to the more dynamic cities. Yet despite generally disliking these tiny, quiet places, Shen Yu felt at home here.

It had been bittersweet to see Jin’s face light up when the villagers had welcomed him like a son. Indeed … the village was probably everything Jin had been looking for—welcoming, when the cultivators he’d interacted with had pushed him away.

Shen Yu sighed and looked up at the ceiling. This place wasn’t too bad. The villagers were clean, well fed, and not diseased in the slightest. They moved with vital energy as they worked and played. Shen Yu had listened as Jin and his disciple had gone over the ways they were improving crop yields in the village’s fields and rebuilding the place on the way here.

All in all, not a bad place by any means. So after being welcomed, Shen Yu had shared some food and a few drinks with the mortals of the village before inviting Hong Xian to speak privately, father to father.

“Here is the original work that Meiling copied,” Hong Xian said as he returned to the room, holding a scroll. Hong Xian, who Jin had called Pops, was a quiet surprise. Shen Yu had not expected much, but his grandson seemed to have genuine respect for this mortal, beyond what was required by filial piety.

Shen Yu looked over Jin’s father-in-law with an appraising eye. He was the leader of Hong Yaowu and the man who had produced Hong Meiling, though she shared little resemblance with her father save for two things: the colour of her hair and the sharp intelligence that had led her to challenge Shen Yu.

Hong Xian held himself with the authority and dignity of his position. The mortal was a shorter man, with a scholarly aura about him—but interestingly, he was not thin and bookish as Shen Yu would have expected. The cultivator could see the solid muscle hidden beneath the man’s robes.

“Little Meiling says you were the one to first refine it,” Shen Yu stated as Hong Xian set the scroll down and took his seat opposite him. He had decided this was the best place to begin. Getting down to a business such as discussing a bride price immediately was impolite.

“Yes. I can’t say I would have gotten far without my brother’s help, however,” the man agreed, as he unfurled the scroll. “I do hope it doesn’t disappoint you too badly, Master Culti—Shen Yu.”

The Unconquered Blade nodded as the man corrected himself. He preferred his chosen name and had bade the mortal use it. Simpering when he didn’t desire it always grated.

Shen Yu appraised the healing formation that had been used to draw a small portion of the Demonic Qi from his body. He was surprised by how … simple the concepts were. He had honestly been doubtful about the Archives system when it had been described to him. The Emperor had spent so much effort setting up what Shen Yu had considered largely useless. What could mere mortals hope to achieve with such knowledge?

Yet the fool’s gambit had borne fruit; somehow it had crafted this gem.

According to the notes, the original concept for the formation had been created one hundred fifty years ago in the Silver Strand, where it had been entered as an experimental text and disseminated by the archival system. Shen Yu had been stunned that a person would just … willingly put out their life’s work like that instead of keeping it a secret. Yet that was exactly what the authors of this formation had done.

From there, another part of the formation had been created in Raging Waterfall Gorge, and then another in Yellow Rock Plateau. Each step had seen someone add to it until finally, after decades of mortal collaboration, it had ended up in Pale Moon Lake City, where it had been refined by two men as a project of interest. It was utterly baffling … and simultaneously proof that the bastard had been right about these things: The Archives actually did disseminate knowledge and enrich the Empire. Hong Xian, in this little backwater town, knew what germs were! Shen Yu hadn’t been aware mortal medicine could even fathom the concept.

A single formation shared once had spread through the Empire, until it fell into the lap of a healer’s daughter.

“I shall praise you for your work, Hong Xian,” he said after a moment. When he thought about it, Shen Yu felt like he had been praising people a lot recently. Perhaps he was going too far in the other direction after Jin … but no. Hong Xian deserved this praise. What he had done was no small feat, and it was obvious from where Meiling had inherited her fine qualities from. “This formation is … interesting.”

The man was visibly surprised. “It is? I would assume cultivators had better formations than this.”

“In some ways, yes, but in this instance, with its sheer simplicity of use … no.”

Shen Yu could not call the concepts revolutionary, but the application was certainly like nothing he had ever seen before. Then there was the fact that it seemed scalable. Better reagents in, better results out. Simple and easy enough to use that a mortal could control it, but if helmed by a cultivator the results would be potent indeed.

It was not complete, either; indeed, the base formation Hong Xian had managed to refine would only work in an area as Qi-deprived as the Azure Hills—which was why the previous authors had never managed to get a working formation.

But the problem with simplicity was that once it was laid bare … the ways to exploit any loophole were immediately apparent. Now that Shen Yu had taken a moment to study it, he could see numerous ways to circumvent or negate its effects. But that was the purpose and beauty of surprise. If demons didn’t know that such a formation existed that could draw out their Qi … they wouldn’t prepare against it.

If this formation was spread far and wide, in time, the demons would counter it. But for decades, or possibly centuries, this could be a weapon in the battle against demonic forces—and even once countermeasures became commonplace, its very existence would compel the demons to spend some measure of themselves in preparing against it.

If Hong Xian’s work could be adapted to work outside the Azure Hills, and it was spread far and wide.

“I wonder what else could be hidden in the Archives,” the man muttered. “Though it would take … centuries to go through everything.”

That … might actually be something to do to pass the time, Shen Yu mused. He would be waiting around for a while, to see Jin’s progress on his plan to create his own heavens. Lu Ri would probably agree to help as well.

They spoke for a while longer on the methodology Hong Xian had employed in refining the formation. It was enlightening how the mortal thought, and how he kept referring back to his training as a scribe at the Archives. Time well spent, Shen Yu acknowledged to himself.

Eventually, however, the small talk came to an end, and matters of more immediate importance came to the fore.

“I shall be blunt, Hong Xian. I have shamed my ancestors in not contributing to the bride price of Hong Meiling. I would rectify this. So! Let us speak on the price for joining our clans.”

The mortal paused for a moment, lifted his tea to his lips, took a sip with a thoughtful gaze, and set the cup back down.

“Jin paid for her hand, and I gave him my daughter’s dowry,” Xian replied. “To take more would shame the both of us, and it would imply that the union between our families was somehow lacking.”

“You certainly have guts.” Shen Yu suppressed a grin, impressed—that was the best reason he had ever heard to refuse such a gift. “You are correct. Offering more for the bride price at this juncture would be an insult to both my grandson’s ability to provide and the wealth of your clan. Yet, as Jin Rou’s grandfather, I can’t let it stand.”

“Perhaps …” Xian paused for a moment before speaking again. “I would ask the honoured cultivator how much he intends to pay, both for Hong Yaowu’s medical consulting and as recompense for revealing the secret formation of the Hong family.”

Slowly, a smile spread across Shen Yu’s face. This mortal … he got it. No wonder Jin held him in such regard.

“I see! A hefty price shall have to be paid indeed!” Shen Yu replied. “Tell me, what is the price for the medicine of Hong Yaowu?”

“What protection can you offer to my people and my family?” Xian asked, his voice serious. “I trust Jin’s abilities, and he would die before he let us come to harm. But he cannot be everywhere at once. Best to have a contingency ready, would it not?”

“Indeed it would, Xian of the Hong Clan, indeed it would.”

Mortal and cultivator smiled at each other. It is truly refreshing, Shen Yu mused contentedly, to have such a sharp, pragmatic mortal to do business with.


Chapter 16
What Can One 
Be but Themself?


It had been a week since Shen Yu’s arrival at the farm.

Shen Yu sat upon the roof of Jin’s house, staring out at the gentle, rolling hills. He had seen most members of Jin’s household come up here at one point or another, and he had to admit that it was a good place to sit and meditate. It was at the intersection of the heavens and the earth where the golden power welling up from below touched the air, while the pure yang energy from the sun and pure yin energy from the moon mixed and swirled like the taijitu.

A week since his arrival, and three days since Hong Yaowu.

In that time there had been … surprises.

Even now he could feel the pulsing heartbeat below his feet as Qi began to rise into the air with the world’s exhalation. He could almost see the shimmering Qi rising off the land, growing in this Qi-desert.

The visit to the little village had been amusing. Hong Xian was quite intelligent, for a mortal; Shen Yu could see where little Meiling had received her wits from. The man knew politicking and drove a hard bargain. A bargain that Shen Yu had only been too happy to accept—he would call on Lu Ri to assemble a proper guard detail soon.

As for the rights to the formation … in the end, Shen Yu decided to treat them like a Sect. Their secrets were theirs, unless they wished to allow the forces of the Empire to use them freely. In that case … well. Who better than him to put in a good word and make sure the mortals were rewarded properly? Hong Xian had requested leave to think on the matter, and Shen Yu had granted it.

What had been even more fascinating than the formation was that the mortals had grown Lowly Spiritual Herbs. Mortals! Shen Yu remembered his time growing the damnable things. He had hated how delicate they were. It had been even more surprising when Meiling’s little brother came into the field and danced for the plants. The boy was still just a mortal with a burgeoning well of Qi, but the Qi beneath the earth responded as he moved, nurturing the Seven Fragrance Jewel herbs. They were of poor quality, but they were actually growing. Their healing powers would be enough to cure nearly any mortal wound.

It was a bit strange, though, seeing such hard-earned knowledge spread so easily. It just … it just was not done. Why would one give up their advantages so easily, and help someone who could turn into a potential enemy?

Yet Jin gave. He gave without hesitation, and Shen Yu found it foolish. Each and every person who could gave their Qi to the ground. They followed the path Jin laid out, and in turn, enriched him.

Even Shen Yu had attempted to, out of curiosity. He was met with a distant voice shouting a half-heard litany of curses and his Qi rebounding back into his body.

It appeared that there was more to the process than he’d first thought.

Jin’s home was an adventure in itself, filled with the unexpected.

He drew in a breath of the air, and exhaled it.

→

Shen Yu took part in a family gathering in the greenhouse where they were attending to the Spiritual Herbs that Jin grew. When compared to the way the Spiritual Herbs were grown in Hong Yaowu, the difference in the process was as vast as the difference between the Azure Hills and Raging Waterfall Gorge.

The Spiritual Herbs here on the farm were vibrant and healthy, reaching for the sun and potted in soil as black as pitch. The leaves were covered with a thin, iridescent film that shone and sparkled like the finest jewels. They released a fine, nearly invisible scent that carried seven soft fragrances.

The finest Seven Fragrance Jewel herbs that Shen Yu had encountered before this point had only a small sheen, and their fragrances were faint. Here in the greenhouse it was positively heady, stimulating his salivary glands. Shen Yu allowed a slight lapse in control as he took a deep breath, remembering the delicious dish Jin had made with them the previous day.

“I use most of them for seasoning, but Meimei uses these for her medicine, and then Wa Shi gives them a good blast,” Jin explained as he picked up a watering can and added his Qi to it. He gestured to the thickest, most robust leaves, which looked more like the petals of succulents than the normally thin sprigs. They were filled with Jin’s Qi, a draconic blessing, and the spirit of Chun Ke, producing a Spirit Herb far more vital than Shen Yu had thought possible.

Shen Yu, standing beside Jin, concentrated on an adjacent plant. He pushed some of his Qi into it, guided by the notes he had found in the library of the Cloudy Sword Sect.

“I never did say this before, but this is quite the technique, my boy.” Shen Yu would not say the formation was perfect, for nothing ever truly was. But the formation Jin had made for enhancing the growth of Spiritual Herbs was still a masterpiece. It would, however, require intuition and extensive training for a lesser cultivator to use properly. There were many variables to be accounted for.

Shen Yu, of course, required but two attempts before he succeeded.

“Yeah. It took forever in the library to get it right, and another month to get it actually working. But what can I say? I like gardening.” Jin scratched his cheek and flushed slightly, still not used to Shen Yu’s praise.

The old man turned his head away, careful not to show his grimace. Jin was not used to praise … and Shen Yu would slowly rectify that. Best not to overcompensate.

Instead, he looked back around the room. Meiling sneezed as she worked, her babe tied to her back. It was an odd sight. Most cultivator women would have their babes safely ensconced behind seals, placed within Qi-rich chambers to hopefully fuel their cultivation.

Yet the air here was equal to those chambers. The child took in the pure, sweet scent and the mist off the herbs, assimilating the Qi all around them with every breath.

It worried Shen Yu just a bit. It was a powerful thing to have such a boon at birth. Some might say too powerful … He pushed the thought away. He would have a chat with Jin about coddling, lest the boy turn out like Shen Yu’s own son—

He shook his head. No, it was wrong to think that. That would not happen again.

The others were tending to their own herbs beside her, their own Qi mixing and blending into an interesting whole. Other herbs were in here too, as well as a gaggle of bees that had flown in through the open door. The little creatures were wagging their rears furiously. Shen Yu considered them. Were they perhaps awake too? Jin hadn’t mentioned anything, so they might not be—

Meiling sneezed again. “Jin! Your weird root thing is getting annoying!” she complained.

Jin turned from where he was watering another plant. “Sorry, love.” Jin sighed, moving over to one of the tubs that Shen Yu hadn’t really looked at too closely. It had nothing but a bare stem sticking out of the dirt; Shen Yu hadn’t paid it much attention, as it was just a bare stem, but now he focused his senses on it.

He felt a Qi that was potent and fiery. At first he had just thought it residue from the rabbit, but no, its quality was far different.

He idly sorted through his memories for such a plant, then paused.

He didn’t recognise it. He, Shen Yu, did not recognise it.

“Jin. What is that?” Shen Yu demanded.

His grandson paused. “You know, I was actually gonna ask you that. I know it’s safe and fire aspected, but I honestly have no idea.”

Shen Yu stepped closer, examining the woody stem. It looked like a sapling.

“Hmm. We can perform a few tests to find out how it can be used,” Shen Yu said, quite eager. He had memorised millions of plants in the libraries of a thousand different Sects. Something new was always fascinating. It would use up quite a bit of the Spiritual Herb, but it could still be useful for cultivation—

“If I can find another one, maybe. But for now? I’m just going to let it grow,” Jin replied.

Shen Yu raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“I’ve been taking care of it for two years now, and I think I’ll keep at it. If it turns into a tree, or just a pretty flower … I think I’ll be happy with it all the same.”

→

Several hours later, Shen Yu was still in a good mood from the fact that he had found something he had never seen before.

He could see the merit in trying to preserve the stem. Honestly, he had let curiosity get the better of himself.

Cultivators lived so long, and yet even he was so impatient sometimes. Jin preferred to wait until he had found and grown another specimen, to see if he could get more later.

It was a long view. But Jin had gone into detail about the Spiritual Herbs he was breeding and experimenting with, and Shen Yu could see the shape of his argument.

Jin was wholly consumed with improving the earth.

Very few of those on the farm were dedicated to the path of cultivation itself. Shen Yu had been curious about what drove the people of the farm. He had spoken to the humans, to see what they had desired to do with their lives.

Hong Meiling wished to advance medical knowledge.

Cai Xiulan had offhandedly mentioned uniting the Sects of the Azure Hills.

Gou Ren had shown him scrolls full of architecture.

Yun Ren had said he wished to experience the world and show it to everybody who would care to see it.

Xianghua had proclaimed that she would wipe the dishonour from her family name, which could have been the most understandable motivation out of all of them.

But it was the mortal who had surprised Shen Yu the most and, at the same time, the least.

→

Shen Yu entered the mortal’s workshop. It was neat and well organised. There were two half-assembled seed drills and a completed pill furnace.

He found Liu Bowu elbow-deep in the guts of another furnace, screwing something in. The boy turned around as he heard the door open, seeming surprised—but not fearful—at Shen Yu’s presence.

“Uh … can I help you?” Bowu asked after a moment.

Shen Yu considered the question while he examined the room, approaching a schematic that looked familiar.

“Hmmm. I have seen contraptions similar to these in the heartlands,” Shen Yu said, as he observed the depiction of a pill furnace being used to power a machine of reaping blades. “Of course, such things are normally the treasures of Sects or the city’s rulers. How did you come to design such things, Liu Bowu?”

The boy paused at the question before answering. “Big Bro Jin had some ideas and drawings, and he said something about steam being able to move objects … then, well, I went from there.”

Oh? Jin had had the idea? That was quite interesting, but Shen Yu had seen his grandson’s drawings. They were … chicken scrawls to be honest, light on detail; the boy had clearly been neglecting his calligraphy training to produce such a disaster. These, however, were fully fleshed-out blueprints with notes crammed into the margins. He turned his eyes back to Bowu.

“I hear that you are a mortal, despite being the Young Master of the Misty Lake Sect. Is that common in these hills?”

The boy’s face tightened. “No. Not even in the Azure Hills is it common,” Bowu replied. “My meridians are broken.”

“Oh?” Shen Yu stepped forwards and placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder. He felt within, then grimaced at the state of Bowu’s pathways. To be able to improve but unwilling to do so was a sin. To be born willing to strive but unable due to the designs of the heavens? A tragedy. “I’m afraid broken meridians is an understatement,” he said without letting his voice betray his emotions.

Bowu took in a sharp breath. “Auntie Meimei says she’s working on it … but the heavens have their plan. We mortals just have to make the best of it.”

“I suppose that is not a bad way of looking at the world, when you lack the ability to change your circumstances,” Shen Yu mused. The boy knew his place in the world, which was natural, if a bit uninspired. “So, what are your plans for the future, young man?”

Liu Bowu looked at Shen Yu and smirked.

“Immortality.”

Shen Yu paused at the audacious statement before letting out a chuckle. The mortal, out of all of them, saying that was his main goal? “Immortality?” he asked, and Liu Bowu shrugged.

“I may not ever be able to ascend to the heavens. I may never be able to live forever. But this?” Bowu tapped his notes and diagrams. “This is my path to immortality. My body will fade, but some things, like the works of the Ancients? They last forever.”

Now that … that was interesting. Artifacts did let the names of men resound throughout history. Shi Mon, creator of the Jade Armours, the piloted artifacts the Imperial Army used to turn mortals into beings that could stand against demons, was known around the world. Indeed, the mortals still prayed to him before every sortie.

A pill-furnace-powered harvester.

“The memories of mortals are short, Liu Bowu,” Shen Yu said after a moment.

“Then I just have to make something so amazing that they can’t ever forget me,” he replied, mortal eyes full of defiance.

Shen Yu … approved.

→

They all had their own ambitions: ambitions that they followed with all of their hearts. Even the mortal.

The humans, however, were only one half of the equation that formed this place. The other half … had been far more confusing and equally intriguing.

When Shen Yu opened his eyes from his meditations that night, he looked down at the farm from the roof. The moon had risen, and he could see Bi De and the rest of the disciples waiting for him near the rice fields.

“Those who call themselves disciples of Jin Rou, who has named himself Rou Jin,” he intoned, staring around at the beasts.

“Honoured Grandfather,” the rooster replied. The assembled Spirit Beasts bowed in greeting. Shen Yu had asked for this meeting. He had observed them all enough. Now it was time to directly question these Spirit Beasts.

“These past nights, we have spoken of cultivation—of the moon and of the stars. Of the way you intend to be righteous. But tonight, I would pose a question to all of you. In all my years, I have not seen awakened animals such as yourselves. So I have pondered this question deeply. Bi De. Why do you and your fellows follow my grandson?”

The animals paused at the question and muttered among themselves … but one by one they went silent. Tigu looked like she wanted to say something, yet in the end, she too remained quiet and turned her head to Bi De.

The rooster nodded at the question and stroked his wattles. He stood slightly in front of the rest of the Spirit Beasts, taking the lead as First Disciple.

“At first, we served him simply because he provided us with our home. We thought of him as being akin to a god; he was wise beyond my comprehension and generous with his gifts. We ate Spiritual Herbs, which I called the Heavenly Herbs at that time, and those improved us,” Bi De began slowly. “As we became more and our understanding of the world grew, he was no longer the godlike figure we had believed him to be, yet he was still our Great Master. He imparted his wisdom into us. He treated us with respect and valued our existence, which, as I have travelled the world, I have come to understand is a rare thing for Spirit Beasts. In other places, we would have been eaten or just killed—harvested for our parts by our Master.”

The other disciples remained silent as Bi De spoke, though several grimaced at the statement. The rooster turned to look at them, and at their nods, he continued.

“But he did not. I do not think that idea ever occurred to him, even though all of us have brought him our own troubles. We were mouths to feed. We were students to teach. We caused chaos and were clumsy children, stumbling around in the world. And yet he guided us all the same. He enlightened us. As we were enlightened, and as we understood more … we saw that though he is our Great Master, he is not all powerful nor almighty. He is, in the end, just a man. He has his own weaknesses and doubts. I have seen his anguish and torment over doing right by us, by all of us.

“He does not demand our obedience, nor does he think of us as slaves. We would have accepted that, with everything he had done for us. We all would do it in a moment, if he asked … and yet he never will. I would speak for each of us when I say our Master is our father. And that … that is why we follow him.

“He may be our God no longer. But he is still worthy of our devotion. This I believe.”

Shen Yu considered the rooster’s words. Those, more than anything, proved that Bi De … was truly intelligent. Truly … not just a chicken. Not some Spirit Beast mimicking human life, but a creature that had thought deeply upon his connections with the world. He looked at the other beasts. All of them nodded at the First Disciple’s words, while Shen Yu took a moment to stroke his beard.

“Jin is your master and father. But then, I ask what all are you? What do you believe yourself to be? A son? A disciple? A servant?”

“I do believe that Sister Tigu and Brother Wa Shi say it the best,” the rooster replied, turning to smile at his fellow disciples. “Tigu is a girl, Master’s daughter, a cultivator, and a cat. Wa Shi is a dragon and a carp. I, too, am everything you have said I am. I am a son, a disciple, and a servant. We cannot be defined by any one single concept. In the end, we are ourselves.”

Bi De turned back to Shen Yu. The words … the words resonated with Shen Yu.

Indeed, what could a true man be but himself?

“Does the First Disciple speak for all of you?” Shen Yu asked.

Tigu scoffed. The dragon and boar snorted. The pig harrumphed. The rabbit glared as the snake rolled his good eye. The ox nodded slowly, and the monkey yawned and crossed his arms.

‘I can get you something, if you’re having trouble hearing,’ Ri Zu squeaked. She was a cheeky brat … just like her Master.

Shen Yu closed his eyes. Out of everything … this was the most novel. A rooster who would challenge the very heavens, for the sake of what lived on the earth.

A being who started with nothing but a Master to show him the way.

“Bi De. You asked to learn from this Shen Yu, so that you may protect your Master and my grandson. I shall accept this. You shall forthwith be a disciple of Shen Yu, just as your Master was before you. You shall see the world and fight in battles beyond your imagination. You shall challenge the heavens themselves. What say you, Bi De?”

The rest of the disciples looked on at the rooster with concern.

“I will walk this path of mine until the end, no matter where it may lead.”

Shen Yu nodded solemnly.

“Then all your enemies in this world shall learn: Beware of Chicken.”


Chapter 17
The Return of Senior Brother


Like always, the world kept on turning.

Gramps mellowed out after a week.

Well, we all had. The tension from the day we fought had faded. Even a visit to Hong Yaowu went off without a hitch. I don’t know why I thought the old man might not react the best to Meimei’s family, but he seemed to really like Pops.

I suppose a man who picked up an orphan from the streets wouldn’t really care where you came from. He had even said Pops was “a good egg” after they had sat down together.

I had to admit, it was nice to have the old man around. He was calmer, now, after we’d had our … disagreement. He made peace with Meimei. She had stopped glaring so much after the two of them had started swapping increasingly lewd songs and stories with each other. Apparently the Azure Hills had a bunch Gramps had never heard of before.

He started joking with Tigu, and she started to reciprocate. He sat on the riverbank with Chunky and Washy, traded pointers with Big D, and talked with Yun Ren about his photography.

Hells, while we were working he had even tried to copy us by shoving his Qi into the earth.

I had felt it, like somebody suddenly blasting me with a garden hose, and so had Tianlan. She made a noise reminiscent of a certain green frog telling people to get out. Tianlan certainly hadn’t appreciated it. The Qi he’d attempted to shove into the earth was apparently useless to her.

Gramps was a bit confused, but he had the spirit; Tianlan, on the other hand, had gotten me to ask him for a … gentler touch.

He was trying. And that was all that mattered.

Just as everything seemed to be getting back to normal, or at least as normal as it ever got here, Big D decided to drop what I had been kind of expecting would happen. It was me, him, Meimei, and Gramps left in the kitchen after breakfast and our stretches.

“Great Master, I would beg your leave to travel with and learn from Honoured Grandfather.”

I closed my eyes at the statement. I was filled half with pride and half with worry at his choice. He was really leaving to go and be a true cultivator. To travel the world fighting. This felt different than his previous adventure, but I had made my peace with it last year when Tigu had wanted to go to the Dueling Peaks. I could handle this.

And in the end, it was his choice.

“I see,” I said after a moment, locking my eyes on him. “But why? You know you don’t have to do this. You don’t owe me anything.”

“It is not a matter of owing, Master. Like you said: We each have our own path, our own way of doing things. I want to protect our home, and I feel that this is the best way that I can do it,” Big D replied, calm and controlled. He wanted me to understand.

For a brief instant, I was tempted to be a hypocrite, go back on my word, and tell him to stay. But … I wanted to believe that I am a man of my word. So I pulled back, refusing to let the feelings of concern make my decisions for me.

I set aside the worry that he would die out there and instead took a breath and smiled at my first companion in this world. “Then how can I refuse you? Just make sure you leave with no regrets, okay?”

The rooster bowed his head, and I could see that he smiled.

“We expect letters too, if you can manage them. At least one a month,” Meimei instructed Big D seriously. “Else I’ll send Jin to find you.”

The rooster and Gramps chuckled, the old man shaking his head.

“Then I had best be off to make my preparations,” the rooster said, hopping off the table and heading out.

Gramps then turned to me as the rooster departed to the fields. “You’re letting him go so easily.”

“I won’t hold him back from what he wants to do. You said a man should be able to make his own way in the world, didn’t you? I trust him … and I’ll trust you, Gramps,” I said after a moment.

Shen Yu’s eyes widened, and then the old man smiled. It was a small, soft thing.

“You’ve grown, Grandson,” he said, and I felt heat rise in my cheeks.

“I’d like to think I have since when we first met,” I joked, before sighing, and looking at my biological son, his face resting against Meimei’s chest. “Being a dad is hard,” I whispered.

“Indeed. Bi De may not be a blood relation, or even human, but … he is a fine son.”

I paused at the statement, and Meimei’s eyes widened as well. I blinked in shock at Gramps’s words. He was actually acknowledging them as people? Huh. He had said “family” before and I had heard the air quotes, but now … now the words seemed genuine.

We lapsed into silence for a few moments before I broke it. “When are you planning on leaving?”

“Oh, not for a month or two yet!” Shen Yu exclaimed. “I just got back from a war, boy! I want to sit and rest like a war hero is supposed to! All the songs say that going back and farming is the proper way to do things, and I’ve earned that much!” I chuckled at his words.

“Oh? Want a bit of the slow life?”

“I get tended to by my grandchildren, plied with booze, and get to see interesting things! I enjoy it here, my boy!” the old man thundered, a grin slowly rising. “Why, all your home needs is a few women!” He sighed dramatically. “Shame the ones here are all taken already!”

“I mean, if you do have a special lady friend, I wouldn’t mind if she came over …” I offered.

Meimei snorted. “Just remember, don’t do anything untoward, young man,” she heckled, and Gramps laughed.

“Oh, do not worry, I am a paragon of virtue!”

Meimei rolled her eyes, but I realised something else.

“Wait, if you’re here for a month, what about Senior Brother? You said you left him in Verdant Hill.”

I had actually gotten a message from Lady Wu about that several days ago. The transmission stone I had gotten from her had buzzed, and a bemused-sounding Lady Wu had been on the other end asking if I knew a man named Lu Ri. After I’d confirmed the description, Lady Wu thanked me then said everything was fine on their end.

“Oh, it’s only a month. Lu Ri can entertain himself, and I left him with much to meditate upon.” I frowned, yet before I could respond, Meimei beat me to it.

“Grandfather. I would like to invite him to stay, if only to thank him for what he did for my husband,” Meimei said, and the old man stroked his beard.

Frowning, Gramps sighed as he slumped dramatically. “Oh, very well. I shall go and collect him.”

“Don’t you have a transmission stone?” I asked.

Gramps shrugged. “I could just transmit a message to him … but I do believe I shall descend upon him in person. It’s always good to see what a man does when he thinks no one is watching.” Gramps’s grin was eager, and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.

“We’ll come with you. I need to pick up some stuff anyways and prep for when the Azure Jade Trading Company comes back. Chyou and Bo want to get the new batch of syrup out,” I said, and Gramps nodded, though there was a gleam in his eyes. “Meimei, are you and Meihua good enough to travel to the Zhuge compound?” I asked

“Yes, let’s get Meihua home to her husband,” Meimei decreed.

→

We were soon on our way, pounding down the road with Chunky pulling the cart behind him. It was a lovely spring day, and Gramps seemed to find the arrangement endlessly amusing.

The run was uneventful—until something caught my eye ahead of us.

Pops was riding a horse at a sedate pace down the road headed towards Verdant Hill, a member of the town guard beside him.

I slowed my pace as we approached. “Heya, Pops!” I hollered. “Everything all right?”

Xian turned at my voice, clearly surprised. As I ran up, Pops came to a stop; the guard bowed at me while Pops smiled and waved.

“Yes, everything is fine, Jin. The Lord Magistrate and Brother Bao just sent a message over, asking for help with a logistical matter. This time of year, I normally would have had to decline because of the planting season, but Gou has everything well in hand. Why, the little brat told me to ‘relax and drink your tea, old man, I’ll take care of everything!’ I’m not that old and frail yet!” Pops huffed, looking irritated, and I chuckled. “What about you all?” he asked warmly.

“Just need to pick some stuff up and, well, when Gramps first came to the Azure Hills it was with one of my Senior Brothers. I told you about him. Lu Ri?”

“The one who gave you back your money and delivered your mail?” Pops asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, we’re going to see him.”

Pops nodded, and we made small talk during the last hour it took to get us to Verdant Hill. Nothing major, just how my son was doing.

“Well. Give him my thanks when you find him,” Pops said as we all entered the town.

“So how are we supposed to find him?” I asked Gramps, looking around. I guessed we would just start wandering.

“You need to work on your senses, grandson,” Shen Yu chastised me. “But I suppose Lu Ri would be hard to find, as he is quite adept at suppressing his power. This shall take but a moment—”

Meimei, still sitting in the cart, coughed.

We turned.

“He’s in the palace, I think,” Meimei said. “It’s still a little hard to tell, but I’m getting better at ignoring Honoured Grandfather’s … pungent aroma.”

Shen Yu laughed at her jab before closing his eyes for a second. When he opened them again, he nodded.

“Well. My dear granddaughter’s nose is something else!” Gramps declared.

We set off in the direction of the palace, while Meimei, Meihua, and Chunky went for the Zhuge compound.

“I wonder what Lu Ri is doing in the palace, though?” I asked as Gramps, Pops, and I started to mosey on over.

“Well, I do suppose we’ll find out,” the old man mused as we ascended the steps of the palace.

We were met by the palace reception: a man who looked quite tired, with his robes a little rumpled. I frowned at the sight. The Lord Magistrate ran a tight ship, and I knew he didn’t like people not being impeccably dressed.

“I’m here to see the Lord Magistrate. I was invited,” Xian said, and the exhausted-looking man nodded.

“You’re”—the man yawned—“expected. We’ve been going for days, ever since the Magistrate called all hands.”

Pops looked intrigued, while I stepped forwards.

“Is there a man named Lu Ri in there?” I asked.

The man just stared at me.

“Yes. Lu Ri is very much here,” he said, sounding somehow even more tired.

→

We stepped into a scene of organised chaos, in the palace’s main administrative area.

There were scribes hard at work, plotting points on maps and looking up reports. Others were in little groups, arguing about something or another, and I could smell old tea in the air from the cups littering desks, mostly finished save for the dregs. They were certainly working on something. I didn’t get time to ponder exactly what, as I noticed three people at the end of the room, all looking at the biggest map yet.

Uncle Bao, the Lord Magistrate, and Lu Ri were all standing and talking quietly among themselves.

I saw Lady Wu out of the corner of my eye—the woman was frowning heavily at a pad of paper. Her hair was done up in a no-nonsense bun and she was chewing the end of her brush. She noticed our entrance and smiled at us, before turning back to her work.

For an instant, I thought Lu Ri might have enthralled my teacher but immediately discarded that idea. He wasn’t that sort of guy. The Lord Magistrate shook his head and said something to Lu Ri, pointing at a page, and the man nodded before bending down to mark something down on it.

We all looked at each other. Xian was as confused as I was, while Gramps looked like he was stopping himself from bursting into laughter.

“Brother Bao, Lord Magistrate! You sent for me?” Pops called above the din.

“Xian, excellent!” the Lord Magistrate said, not yet turning around. “We require your assistance!”

Lu Ri, on the other hand, did turn around, and did a double take on seeing me and Gramps, before bowing politely at us then returning to his work.

We approached, and I glanced at some more of what people were writing. There was a half-made satchel on a desk, surrounded by diagrams, and it looked like one of the pockets on it had been moved around repeatedly.

Just what is going on? I thought.

“Good morning, Lord Magistrate, Uncle Bao, Senior Brother,” I said, greeting them. “What are you working on?”

“Mail,” the Lord Magistrate said, looking faint.

“Mail,” Uncle Bao muttered around … well, a bao.

“Mail,” Lu Ri agreed, smiling. Honestly … it was the happiest I had ever seen him. He looked like he was utterly at peace with the world.

“Mail?” I echoed.

Gramps’s composure broke and he tilted his head back, his booming laughter filling the room a second later.


Chapter 18
A Diamond in the Rough


Senior Disciple Lu Ri could honestly say that over this past week, he had felt more engaged and interested than he had been in years.

The Lord Magistrate of Verdant Hill had looked through Lu Ri’s notes. He’d done it with some reticence at first, but once he had seen what was within them, the man’s dark eyes had become intense and focused. He had understood exactly what Lu Ri had been working on, instantly recognising its value. Upon Lu Ri’s request for assistance with making his plans reality, the man had agreed. A fire had been lit inside him, just like it had been lit in Lu Ri last year when he’d first established the network.

Thus did the Magistrate do something that Lu Ri had not entirely expected. Lu Ri had thought it might just be the two of them: a cultivator and one brilliant, exceptional mortal working together.

Instead, the Lord Magistrate had immediately requested assistance from his learned men and scribes.

“I have my moments, but I alone am not the most able man here,” the man had stated sternly before calling upon his “troops.” The scribes of Verdant Hill, once their mission was explained to them, had begun their work immediately.

Lu Ri was once more impressed by the quality of man that worked under the Lord Magistrate, but, as the Honoured Founders had proclaimed, the virtuous would be able to find other virtuous companions. And indeed, the Lord Magistrate of Verdant Hill had amassed a following.

First Archivist Bao, though his body might have been corpulent, had a mind better suited to a lean, ferocious beast. He ordered his men to prepare reams of reference materials from the Archives, and then when he had it all on hand, he’d begun his work. He hunted down failed calculations and faulty conclusions without mercy. He rooted out mistakes in methodology and savaged them utterly. His brush was a long black claw, and he suffered no weakness within Lu Ri’s theorems.

Lady Wu was no less useful, for all that the Lord Magistrate’s wife did not work directly with them. She was as the Honoured Founders had described in their texts—with most of the work done by Honoured Founder Shu herself—the perfect, virtuous wife. Lady Wu supported them without question. Needs and wants were anticipated without fail, and by her command the various tables and results were tabulated. Her handmaids brought food and drink, and her sweet voice soothed fraying tempers and butting heads whenever other scribes began to argue over results.

Finally, there was Zhuge Tingfeng. He was the Lord Magistrate’s main aide and liaison between the various groups. It was he who had ventured out into the city to get the leatherworkers the first prototypes, and it was he who had arranged the tables so that they could see the best materials by cost, from flax to silk to leather.

And yet these were only the ones who Lu Ri personally interacted with. The rest were no less diligent.

Behind them, the Lord Magistrate’s motivated, disciplined, and dedicated legion toiled. The Imperial Scribes of Verdant Hill worked without cease, collecting data on past weather trends, which materials were feasible for crafting the mail bags, and a thousand other menial yet necessary tasks.

All ideas were heard. All conclusions considered.

It had been … most enjoyable to converse with other men of learning and discipline. To have everything he had done be taken with absolute seriousness and considered from every possible angle. It did not matter that he was a cultivator; amid scholars, his ideas were equal.

They had already gone through four revisions of his notes; Lu Ri had insufficiently anticipated the problems mortals could face. Things that any cultivator could ignore were debilitating problems to these men, but their ingenuity in finding ways around such problems was enlightening. A mortal could not brute-force an obstacle. They had to think on their feet and come up with creative ways around the issue.

In fact, his time within Verdant Hill had been so enjoyable that he had been surprised by Master Shen and Jin Rou’s sudden arrival—it had not been that long, had it?

Still, even as Master Shen looked on in amusement, Jin Rou himself poked through Lu Ri’s notes.

“I see you are refining the exact way to deliver your letters, Lu Ri,” Master Shen observed.

“Indeed, Master Shen. It is a most vexing problem.” How exactly does a messenger find a person reliably? What sort of change or institution would make the monumental task easier?

At his words, Jin Rou perked up. “Can I help? I think I might have a couple of ideas.”

Lu Ri paused at the offer, surprised. Jin Rou had always been diligent in the Sect, but Lu Ri didn’t know what the other man could possibly suggest after only seeing the problem for a moment.

Still, he had once been a member of the Cloudy Sword Sect and a student of Shen Yu; thus, his insight was sure to be valuable.

“Of course, by all means, Junior Brother,” Lu Ri replied.

Jin Rou approached the map and considered it. “All right, this is really comprehensive already … mailboxes, logistic trains, we just need something to tie it all together, right?”

“Indeed, Junior Brother. Something is missing, and we are attempting to find the problem. As of right now, our address system functions like so: Province, Commandery, subdistrict, house number, and street. Thus would a letter be addressed to: Azure Hills, Verdant Hill Commandery, Verdant Hill, 15th house on Green Grass Street.”

“I wouldn’t want to be the officials in charge of naming everything,” Jin Rou said sardonically, as he examined the system Lu Ri had devised. Then he spoke again, after his eyes lit up. “You need a code.”

“A code?” First Archivist Bao asked before taking another bite from a fresh bao.

“Yeah. This is more a logistics issue. Especially when letters will begin to come in from the entire Empire. Something instantly identifiable to the people who will be directly handling the letters. Some streets may have the same name, or there could be some mistake that sends the letter to a different province entirely. There may be a mistake on the address.”

“Indeed. This is an issue we have been considering,” Lu Ri replied, wondering when Jin Rou was truly going with this.

“So … how about a series of letters and numbers known to every postal worker that instantly specifies location? So they don’t have to try and work out the specific addresses themselves. The first number or character would be the province, the second a distribution center to send the mail to. Then, from that main distribution center, like you have up here, it goes to the regional center. Then the people in the local office can go and deliver the mail to the house. A postal code, as it is.” At this, he picked up a brush and folded up a piece of paper into a shape like an envelope, the traditional way to give money. “So! Azure Hills, Verdant Hill Commandery, Verdant Hill, 15th house on Green Grass Street: Blue Three Green, Four Grass Nine. Blue is the Azure Hills, three is the third region, and green is the office in the third region, while four grass nine is the specific house and street number. Or something like this. Maybe just numbers, instead of letters? I have no idea even where to begin partitioning out and quantifying the entire Empire.”

Lu Ri instantly grasped the usefulness of such a designation system, and his eyes widened. So too did those of the scholars as they gathered around the flat piece of parchment, staring at the crisp, courtly characters of Jin Rou.

It was an inspired idea … and one that he would have to meditate on.

Shen Yu simply watched, interested in what Jin Rou was saying.

“Now that I think about it, this would be a good way to deliver letters,” the Lord Magistrate declared as he picked up the envelope.

“Indeed. It is much less cumbersome than a traditional scroll or bamboo missive,” Lu Ri mused.

“I suppose we can rework the satchels again,” one scholar noted. “Though with them being smaller, they will be more easily lost, won’t they?”

“Indeed,” Lu Ri declared. “But this idea certainly has merit. How shall they be sealed—wax? No, too expensive for a normal mortal if they must send many letters …”

Lu Ri noted how Jin Rou and Hong Xian looked at each other before the man shrugged, along with Jin Rou.

“Well, I’m glad that I could help out a bit. Senior Brother, you and Teacher were really thorough,” the young man declared. The Lord Magistrate smiled at Jin Rou.

“Well, I do try,” the man said mildly.

“Teacher?” Lu Ri asked, looking between the men.

“Yeah. He’s taught me a lot, especially when I needed help with some political issues. The Lord Magistrate is the best Magistrate I know,” Jin Rou said.

Kowtow before the mortal who enlightened you; show contempt for the barbarian who knows only the strength of his arm.

Lu Ri sucked in a breath as he remembered that particular koan of the Elders. Jin Rou, despite leaving the Cloudy Sword Sect … understood. He once more cursed the worm who had beaten Jin Rou. How much could Lu Ri have accomplished with a junior like this? It was a travesty!

“Grandson, when did you think about all this?” Shen Yu asked, then smiled charmingly and nodded to Lady Wu, who bowed politely back.

“Well … I kind of live far out there, and Senior Brother did have to spend way too long getting my stuff to me.” He shrugged helplessly. “Yeah, I was trying to hide at the time, but now? And more importantly, if it makes it easier for Bi De to send me a message …”

Indeed. Over long distances mail, even for all its faults, was still superior to the transmission stone system, which required exorbitant fees or political capital to be able to use. Having to relay each message through hundreds of towns all but ensured that occasionally the message’s contents would change. Lu Ri had heard those in the Plum Blossom’s Shadow complain mightily about the effect.

Shen Yu nodded and scratched his beard. “I’ll bring this up to a friend of mine. See how feasible it truly is.”

“Ha! Delegation. The best power,” Jin Rou chortled. “A task shared is a task lessened.”

“Indeed,” the Lord Magistrate agreed.

Lu Ri stared at the envelope again, then turned to his Junior Brother and bowed his head.

“Jin Rou,” Lu Ri said, “if you have any other plans, please, I would like to hear them.”

The man before him blinked but tentatively smiled and nodded. “Well, I can’t say I’m very good at logistics. Tell you what, Chyou and Bo from the Azure Jade Trading Company are going to be around soon, and Chyou is really good at this kind of thing—but before that! Senior Brother!”

Lu Ri paused. “Yes?”

“Would you do me the honour of dining with my family tonight?” the man asked, bowing politely.

Lu Ri bowed in return, placing two hands together in a martial salute. “You give this disciple much face, inviting him into your home. I humbly accept this offer.”

“Great! Gramps said you liked maple syrup, so I made something special for you …” Jin Rou said as he began to ramble and sketch out designs for his “mailboxes.” Lu Ri’s smile widened as he heard the good news, the world taking on a happy glow, and was doubly pleased when he saw the drawing.

The little flag on the side was inspired, in Lu Ri’s humble opinion.

The last time Lu Ri had been in the Azure Hills, it had been six months of hell. This time … this time the heavens had smiled upon him.

Compared to the pain of Qi-deprivation,the irritation that came with constantly suppressing his power, Lu Ri had found something that washed all these measly woes away.

Finally.

He had found people who understood!

↔

Shen Yu shook his head as he stepped out into the fresh air once more. Really, he hadn’t expected Jin to be so enthusiastic about this whole thing!

It was actually rather amusing, how well Lu Ri and Jin were getting along, but Shen Yu had his limits for these kinds of topics, and he had wanted to explore the little town a bit. Now that he was actually in it, instead of just passing through, there was an odd feeling about the place. Nothing dangerous, but there was something here that he couldn’t quite place.

So he got some of the local rotgut, which was fairly good, and wandered. The drink wasn’t quite what he was looking for—he didn’t want something that was good. There was something special about the drinks that were nearly poisonous.

He walked and drank, going around clean streets and happy people. It was almost boring, in his opinion—but it was a nice place. Well run, clean, and efficient.

Lu Ri had whispered that the Lord Magistrate was a paragon of virtue—the boy had either not noticed or not comprehended the rope marks all over the couple’s bodies. Both of them had fine taste!

It was utterly hilarious, and he found himself quite liking the two mortals. The Magistrate had aided Jin and appeared to have a fine head on his shoulders, and his wife … well, it was a shame that every woman of quality in this province was taken. He would have to see if this town even had any courtesans.

But as he walked to find the nearest place to enjoy himself, something caught his eye.

An elderly woman and what Shen Yu assumed to be her husband were sitting 
on a bench. They were remarkable in the fact that both of them were alive at their apparent age—a bald old man who looked to be asleep with his arm around the woman’s shoulder, and an old woman, blind in one eye, leaning slightly against his chest. She was running her fingers through an old tomcat’s fur, and she had a small, gentle smile on her face. A goat was beside them both, idly chewing her cud.

Shen Yu frowned. The woman seemed familiar. Why did she seem familiar—

It hit Shen Yu as he walked closer to stand before the woman. She frowned at him the moment she noticed his approach, and then her good eye rolled around in her skull.

“Shiyun?” he asked aloud, staring at somebody that he thought had been dead for a very, very long time.

“Haaa?” the old woman demanded. “Who the hells is Shiyun? You lost your mind, you old bastard, or are you too drunk to see properly?”

Shen Yu stared, not registering the insult. He saw the slight tell of nervousness within the woman. She knew he didn’t believe her, and he could see the despair welling up in her soul, as well as the way she tightened her grip on her cat.

Shiyun of the Heavenly Path. The powerful diviner, wreathed in gold and jewels, with her fierce companion, Laoshi, the Tiger’s Fury. Two cultivators on the path to the heavens.

She had aided him once in the past—forewarning him of an ambush. She was one of the most powerful resources available to the world, and yet jealousy and politics had slain her. They said the Starfall Crater where she had fallen still burned with baleful flames to this day.

Yet here she was. Once-jade skin was brown and weatherbeaten, full of wrinkles. Her fine raiment that had been red and gold was instead a dull-blue linen.

The Emperor had been enraged for over a hundred years after he had learned of his best diviner’s death. If she was still alive, he would have wanted to know. Her divination abilities were obviously still intact, judging by her reactions and the way her eye was rolling.

But … here she was. Old. Infirm. Her cultivation crippled. Her riches gone. Her status and reputation, forgotten and irrelevant.

It was almost pitiful, save for one thing.

She had been smiling until Shen Yu had approached her … had been happy until …

Ah, he really was getting soft, wasn’t he?

“Ah! Haha! Sorry, sister,” Shen Yu said, slurring slightly and taking a swig of his drink. Shiyun’s eyes widened. “You look like somebody that I once knew. I would say she had been a friend—I just wanted to greet her and share a drink. But you’re obviously not her! She was pretty.”

The old woman stared at Shen Yu, expression suspicious.

“Well, you’re a rude bastard, ain’t ya? I once knew a rude bastard. King of the street rats, he was! He was an annoying pest, constantly lusting after me.”

“You’re right. He does sound like an annoying little toad, lusting after a swan,” Shen Yu replied, holding out his bottle. The woman looked at it before reaching out with a sigh and taking a sip.

“He wasn’t all bad, though. Never tried force. Not like a lot of people. Maybe if he were slightly more charismatic, he would have had a chance?” She shot him a smirk. “That said … he would never be caught dead in a place like this. Not enough glory for him.”

Shen Yu took back his bottle. “I guess he wouldn’t,” he said. “But enough about old friends. I’m just here to visit my grandson. He’s grown up into quite the fine man.”

“Oh?” Her good eye rolled, and the woman blanched, looking surprised, before she covered it with bravado. “Tall, handsome, freckles? I think I might know him, and you’re right. He is a fine boy. Why, if I were a few decades younger, well! His wife would have to beat me off with a broom! Kahahahahaha!”

Shen Yu snorted at the smile and the laugh as the man who was asleep beside Shiyun jolted awake. “Wha—zha—?”

Shiyun turned, smiling softly, almost tenderly at the man. “Oh, go back to sleep, Shu. This old bastard was just asking me directions!”

Shu glanced up at Shen Yu, and then tightened his grip slightly on Shiyun’s shoulder, looking almost challengingly at Shen Yu. “Oh? Well, be off with you, then. I was enjoying my nap with my woman!”

Shen Yu couldn’t help himself. He laughed.

“Ah, my apologies, my apologies! I’ll leave you two fine lovebirds alone—though I do have one question, Senior Sister. How would you describe your time in this town?”

Shiyun considered the question for a moment. “Best years of my life,” she replied.

“I see. Well! Thank you for the directions, miss,” he said, and then he departed.

An old woman, sitting together with an old man.

It was an odd feeling. He had expected rage within himself at Shiyun’s choice to be mortal. Perhaps even pity, that she would die and be forgotten.

But instead … instead all Shen Yu found was … something that was almost envy.


Chapter 19
The Wisdom of Spirit Beasts


Senior Disciple Lu Ri looked on with pride as the mortals finally began to return to their homes, exhausted but with triumphant smiles on their faces.

Indeed, they were right to be triumphant, for they had accomplished much. Jin Rou—or rather, just Jin, as he had been asked to be called—was currently speaking with the learned mortals the Lord Magistrate, Bao, and Hong Xian, his father-in-law. Both of the men had been a delight to work with over the last few days.

Things would likely move swiftly now, at least in this corner of the province, as the Lord Magistrate began to test this new mail system. A working prototype would be established. A working prototype that Lu Ri could be confident would actually run to his own exacting standards.

“I trust you will be amenable to such an arrangement?” Master Shen asked as he leaned against the wall beside Lu Ri.

“Of course, Master Shen. I will need to return to the Sect for more materials, but I will carry out your will in this matter.”

“Good. Rest assured, you shall be rewarded for this service … though I do imagine you would enjoy staying for a while, anyway.”

Lu Ri gazed upon the mortals, and the Lord Magistrate in particular. “Indeed, I would.”

“Then we shall speak no more of this,” the Master said, as Lu Ri’s Junior Brother approached.

“Are you ready to go, Gramps, Senior Brother?” he asked with a bright smile. “We’re going to have some extra guests. Teacher and Lady Wu will be coming for dinner as well.”

“A fine idea, Junior Brother,” Lu Ri complimented.

Thus did Jin bring them to the compound of the Zhuge Clan to pick up his family, and Lu Ri first laid eyes upon Hong Meiling.

Her sharp, intelligent eyes immediately reminded Lu Ri of Senior Sister Yeo Na, when his kindly senior pierced him with her gaze and intent. The Qi of the woman before him was medicinal in nature, and her bearing was surprisingly stately. All of it, even the freckles, seemed to suit her, as she locked on to him, judging him, and not finding him wanting.

Hong Meiling bowed to him, her hands in her sleeves and in front of her face like a proper noble lady. Her bearing was immaculate—even as he saw Lady Wu give a slight nod of approval out of the corner of his eye. It seemed the wife of Jin acted with the same wisdom he did, in learning from those experiences in fields that she knew little in.

“It is a pleasure to meet my husband’s Senior Brother. Thank you for all you have done for him—I have heard many a tale of your generosity, and our household holds you in the utmost regard. Our house is yours.”

Lu Ri, following all proper protocol, bowed back. “It is an honour to be welcomed this way into my Junior Brother’s home. I will partake of your generous hospitality.”

Thus did Lu Ri travel down a road to a farm.

Thus, did Senior Disciple Lu Ri have an excellent dinner.

⬜

The midmorning sun shone through the windows of the rustic manor Lu Ri was currently seated in. Most of the household was otherwise occupied. Jin needed to tend to his fields, and Master Shen had gone with him. They gave him much face to allow him to wander around what was effectively their Sect compound at will and without supervision; he had been granted the trust of not just Jin but also Master Shen … not that he would ever do anything untoward in the first place. He was an honoured guest. They could open their secret vaults before his eyes and he would be blind to their contents.

That was not to say that Lu Ri had been left on his lonesome. He glanced to the side, where a dragon was perched, and just outside the house there came the sound of combat. He then turned his gaze out an open window, across gentle, rolling hills, enjoying how his breath came easily. It no longer felt like he was having his soul sucked out of his body. He was no longer straining himself. He could relax the strict control of his Qi, and best of all—

‘Here you are, good sir,’ the sow, Pi Pa, said as another cup of tea was provided for him. Lu Ri had known about the Spirit Beasts, so it wasn’t much of a shock to see the creatures roaming about—but even here, it seemed that the teachings of the Honoured Founders could be found. Each and every one of the creatures was well-mannered and orderly.

They had conquered their baser natures. They had imposed law, order, and virtue upon themselves. They were the disciples of a former disciple of the Sect in that sense, and thus worthy of at least a measure of respect.

That, and this particular pig brewed some excellent tea.

“My thanks,” Lu Ri intoned back. Slowly, and with grace, he picked up another piece of maple fudge from the half-empty plate of fine porcelain on the table—the creation of a snake who had the air of a master artisan about him. Lu Ri popped the confection into his mouth and chewed; it was filled with warming Qi of maple, sweet and rich. Then, he picked up his new cup of tea and took a sip.

The temperature was perfect, just hot enough to extract all the flavour but not enough to have scalded any of the tannins; the time it spent brewing was a masterstroke, and it was the perfect strength, neither too watery nor too strong. The tea held a slight amount of bitterness by design, and it contrasted wonderfully with the warm, rich sweetness of the maple fudge. It cut through any lingering flavour and refreshed his palate, making his tongue ready for another bite of fudge. It was an almost electric experience … though that may have been due to the water involved in its brewing.

‘It took us thirty-eight cups of tea to get that blend right,’ the dragon beside Lu Ri stated with utmost seriousness as he stroked his chin. The pig looked amused but said nothing as the dragon smiled at his cup. ‘Pi Pa’s nose was invaluable in discovering the right temperature, and this noble lord mathematically deduced the optimum brewing time. Miantiao’s cups are perfect for this blend as well, enabling the temperature to remain just so for longer. However, it still needs refinement.’

“Mathematically optimum brewing time? If it pleases the Lord Dragon, this disciple would learn of his calculations,” Lu Ri asked, intrigued. “But if you are interested in further refinement … for this pairing, may this disciple recommend Dew-Touched Red from the Three Sister Waterfalls? In addition to the depth of the bitter flavour, the tea itself is red. Thus, it would mimic the red of fall maple leaves. I do believe it would be quite the experience.”

The eyes of the dragon of Fa Ram, Wa Shi, went dreamy. ‘You, sir, are a gentleman and a scholar. To even think of the aesthetics of dining …’

Lu Ri of the Cloudy Sword Sect raised his cup in salute, then took up another piece of fudge.

Truly, this was a place of enlightenment. Jin followed the path recommended by Kongzi well, committing to the path of the scholar farmer. His library already had a great many medical texts and treatises on architecture. Jin had called it “disappointingly small” and vowed to fill its halls.

His dependents displayed all due respect for his post as their patriarch, yet he himself sought the counsel of those who were elder and wiser. That sometimes such counsel came from beasts was irrelevant—or perhaps, more impressive for it.

All in all, Lu Ri’s Junior Brother had done well for himself. Very well for himself, and his farm. Lu Ri snorted as he thought back to yesterday.

Really, Lowly Spiritual Herbs as seasoning. It was wasteful … and yet inspired.

Especially because they were the highest-quality herbs he had seen, head and shoulders above even the ones Jin had produced for the Sect while he’d still graced their halls.

Again and again, Chen Li deserved a thousand damnations … but there was again a silver lining: Jin was willing to sell the Sect some of the herbs.

Well, it was also another excuse to come back to this place. Lu Ri would have to impose upon his Junior’s hospitality a bit more … but he would also bring his own gifts. Raging Waterfall Gorge was quite far away for mortal tradesmen, after all. Though perhaps once the mail system was developed enough, they might start being able to send full packages through it!

That would be quite something! What would be next after that? Flying barges from Soaring Heaven’s Isle ferrying mail from one end of the continent to the other? Well, it might be feasible, if the skies were not quite so dangerous …

Lu Ri shook his head at the sudden flight of whimsy, then took another sip of his tea as the sounds of light combat got closer—and a moment later, Hong Meiling sailed past the window and landed in a heap.

She grumbled in irritation as she picked herself up, and Cai Xiulan, who Lu Ri had to admit was rather aesthetically pleasing, walked over to her while carrying Jin’s son, as well as Rou Tigu, Jin’s … cousin? Daughter? Lu Ri still was not quite sure, but she had an interesting physique and cultivation. Both women went to check on her.

“Wow, Mistress. You’re … well …” Rou Tigu started, scratching at her neck.

“Even worse than Ri Zu at this?” Hong Meiling asked mildly as she brushed off her skirt and rested her weight on a wooden spear.

The women paused in their discussion, obviously thinking.

“Are you trading pointers?” Lu Ri asked as he finished his tea and stood, walking over to the window.

“Ah, Mister Lu,” Cai Xiulan said. She seemed a bit surprised whenever he looked at her, though not in a way that radiated aggression. Rather, she seemed pleased. She was quite open and friendly for a Young Mistress. “We were. Senior Sister wished to try to limit her strength so she could refine her technique.”

“Lady Hong, if I may … ?” he asked. It was presumptuous of him … but he did indeed regret not having been able to trade pointers with Jin while he was still under the care of the Cloudy Sword Sect.

“Ah … yes?” she allowed as Lu Ri simply climbed out the window. He took the spear from her and looked closely at her form.

“I believe the Raging River Style would be best in this instance,” he began, and all three began to listen attentively as he went through the opening forms of the style.

It was quite a nice way to spend an afternoon.

And then, after that … he was given another meal and treated to a quite interesting series of lessons on which fungus made potent laxatives.

Perhaps … perhaps he had judged the Azure Hills too harshly. This was truly a rather nice place.

It was too bad Lu Ri would have to leave quite soon, but he would return as soon as he was able.

He had to make sure the mail system was developing well, after all … and he did not wish to miss out on good company and food for long.


Chapter 20
The Teachings of Fa Ram


Sometimes Wa Shi, great and noble dragon that he was, forgot that the outside world was not like his beautiful, bountiful home.

It was to be expected. When one had only the finest things in life, it was shocking to find that the rest of the world did not follow suit. He wasn’t surprised that his home was so astounding. To him, the strange numbers and cool new things the Boss made every day had become par for the course.

So, when Wa Shi showed his new friend, comrade, and kindred spirit Brother Lu Ri his math formations, he had forgotten that they weren’t really used outside of Fa Ram. He, being wise and powerful, should have known better, for those outside the sphere of Fa Ram were not as capable. It reminded Wa Shi of Sister Guan Chyou, who was also his comrade, and her first encounter with Wa Shi’s numbers.

She had, within moments, recognised that the knowledge was profound and had asked for a primer. Wa Shi had obliged by creating a set of lessons that brought her up to speed. And so Wa Shi knew there would be no trouble in teaching his new friend.

Wa Shi finished writing out the numbers the Boss had taught him onto the slate mounted upon the wall. Wa Shi, Boss, and Boss Lady had been messing around with the chalk again, trying to make their own. It sucked and was crumbly as all hell, but a bit of Qi kept it together just fine.

‘Do I need to explain this more?’ Wa Shi asked. He was quite used to explaining math formations to people by now. First with Chun Ke and then with Guan Chyou. It had taken a while both times, so Wa Shi had spent a few hours devising the easiest and most straightforward explanations, so his brother and his friend would not feel ashamed and foolish for not getting it the first time.

A bit of hard work on his end meant more time to bask in the sun or invent new flavours! Chun Ke sometimes needed more help, but he was Chun Ke. He learned best while out walking and relating the numbers to berries or field sizes anyway.

“I see,” Brother Lu Ri declared instead, his eyes flicking all over. “These would certainly be of use in the applications of mathematics. This symbol … zero, instead of simply a blank space, would indeed cut down on confusion.”

Brother Lu Ri was referring to what Wa Shi’s mind had told him was the correct method of doing things, but that part had been quiet for a while.

‘Yes, it does make things easier,’ Wa Shi agreed, as he pulled some of his “homework” out of the file Boss kept it in. It had a perfect score, and the Boss had drawn a star on the top of the page, signifying his approval. Wa Shi had the most stars out of everyone, and the sweets he had received for his score were of course the highlight of his schooling, but it was still quite interesting how far he had come. His writing back then had been absolutely atrocious! ‘See? These equations with these numbers are much more sensible!’

“The Ten Mathematical Classics?” Brother Lu Ri asked as he picked up the page, that surprised-yet-approving look on his face. “Junior Brother knows well the wisdom of the Ancestors.”

It had actually been the Boss’s wife who had given him the scrolls, when the Boss had asked for her help designing lessons. She had said every scholar had to learn them. Boss had grimaced at the sight of them.

They had been rather boring, in Wa Shi’s opinion. Boss always got them to do fun things, like blast people with water for his “fluid dynamics,” or drop different things from the same height for “gravity.” Sure, sometimes in his lessons they had to stop early as the Boss admitted he didn’t remember the equations for more advanced concepts, but it was fine to get the point across, and Wa Shi could normally fill in the blanks anyway when he cared to.

‘See? Useful, huh?’ the dragon asked, and Brother Lu Ri nodded absently.

“But I do have to ask, why right to left instead of left to right? Reversing the order … well, it does look right, in the way the equations are arranged, but that’s the strangest thing to change.” Lu Ri squinted at the rows. Wa Shi shrugged. It worked, and really, that was all that had mattered. “Still, it is impressive that he made such a comprehensive system.”

‘Nah, Boss said he had learned it from somewhere else. Probably the Archive?’

Lu Ri’s eyes sharpened as he started massaging his chin again. “A mortal creation? Well, that makes sense, then. These would be of limited use in cultivation and formations.”

Wa Shi paused at that. ‘Huh? Math is math, isn’t it?’

Brother Lu Ri shook his head at the question. “Not wherein formations are concerned … or rather, the most powerful of them. While some do change the characters to obfuscate what their intentions are, the representations of the symbols are always inferior to the true symbols.” Brother Lu Ri raised his hand in front of his face, his finger glowing with power. “This is Junior Brother’s one.” He dragged it down through the air, leaving a thin, glowing line. “It is a representation. A good representation, I would even say. But while this represents one—” The glowing finger rose again, and Lu Ri pulled it horizontally through the air next to the first line. The character pulsed as it formed, seeming more than the vertical line. It was right. “This is one.”

Wa Shi stared at the glowing slashes that represented numbers. The thin vertical one, and the thick, heavy presence that was horizontal. He glanced from one to another. He understood what his kindred spirit meant … and yet he himself felt that that might not be entirely correct.

Because even though it had been there for a moment, the feeling that “this is one” had all but disappeared from Wa Shi.

Was it truly one?

Or did Brother Lu Ri just believe that it was one, and everything else was derivative?

Wa Shi pondered the question for a moment.

It sounded like a lot of boring theoretical work, and he probably wasn’t the first person to think of it.

Wa Shi shrugged and filed away the thought, then turned to his companion. ‘Shall we continue on the optimal timing of tea?’

“I do believe we shall,” Lu Ri declared.

Wa Shi showed his fellow connoisseur the power of his tea-crafting skills.

↔

Life good.

That was what Chunky believed, as the days passed.

He closed his eyes and took a nice, deep breath, his nostrils filling with the wonderful scent of spring. The wildflowers were pretty and waving in the breeze, and the little buzzing friends were busy. They were good, polite, buzzing friends and did not sting any other friends.

Good bees.

He opened his eyes and exhaled, letting the air flow out of his lungs. The grass waved and perked up. The tree, hurt by the fight between Big Brother and Old Gramps, stood up straight again.

It would be fine now. It would not hurt anymore. Chunky’s Qi made strong. Protected. Let others be as big and tough as Chunky!

Even if tree was still angry and complaining about being pulled out of the ground. Chunky agreed. Getting pulled out of the ground must have been very bad!

But it was good again. The whole clearing was good again. Friend birds were chirping, building nests, and singing to wife and husbands. Friend foxes skulked about, digging their hidey holes in the dirt.

Yes. Life good.

Sometimes not so good. Sometimes, bad things happen. Sometimes, friends and family fight. Sometimes, there are mean words and hurt.

But Chunky believed that these hurts could be repaired. Maybe they had been lucky, that no hurt had been too deep; Chunky believed that it was because they had worked together.

Big Brother always said optimism good.

Satisfied after checking the earth and the trees, Chunky left the forest. He was just the right size—always the right size. He was big and strong, but he did not break or uproot the trees, even though he could.

And soon, there was the bright sun shining above again again. No more leaves.

Chunky walked along the fence, sniffing at the shoots of peas and climbing berry bushes Big Brother had planted with everybody. From there, he went to the fields; there was wheat, soybeans, gourds, onions, and turnips. Every tasty friend was growing so big and strong already, but was not food yet. In potato field, little friend Bowu smiled as he patted his spinning digging thing, and then smiled bigger when he picked it up and put it on his back, walking away. Little friend Hou Ten was with him, and Bowu complained when monkey friend clambered up onto the spinny, making little Bowu stumble.

Chunky smiled and kept walking. Past the other field with Old Gramps, staring carefully at his hoe.

Chunky nearly stumbled when Old Gramps pushed Qi into ground. Gentler this time, but …

“Sè láng! Gǒu niáng yǎng de, èr bǎi wŭ!”

Pervert, son of a dog, quarter wit?

“Rude,” Chun Ke declared. Big Little Sister was very rude! But … that Qi from Old Gramps wasn’t very nice …

Chunky would help.

“Oh?” Old Gramps asked, as Chunky walked up to him.

Chunky gave encouragement to Old Gramps. Showed him how.

Chunky gave Qi to Big Little Sister.

“Thank you” came a soft whisper, and a ghostly hand travelled through his mane. Big Little Sister thanked everybody these days!

“Hm? Oh, the purity was lacking? I, Shen Yu, have a lack of purity in my Qi?” Old Gramps stared for a moment longer, then nodded. “I see. Thank you, Chun Ke. Hmph. Damn demons, no wonder this was not working. I’ll have to ask my granddaughter if she has finished her new formation for removing the corruption … Instead, how about …”

His Qi entered the earth again.

“This Mixed Melon! This bastard of three fathers! You dare try to pat this horse’s ass? Well, I won’t forgive you! I bet you wear a green hat too!”

Well. A bit better. Old Gramps was earnest, so Big Little Sister should forgive! Chunky scolded.

Big Little Sister grumbled but stopped being mean.

From fields, he went to flooded rice paddies. Friend ducks did not fly away, and the water was nice … as nice as the mud. Wife joined Chunky for wallow while Chunky watched house.

Tigu was in front of Big Sis. Her orange hair was brushed. Big Brother was dozing with Littlest Brother in the sun.

Yin was training with her Master Noodle. Friend Lu Ri was sitting at a table, telling Bi De, Ri Zu, Washy, Lanlan, and Xianghua about the tournament he had been to, once upon a time. Chunky closed his eyes and leaned into Wife.

The sun travelled across the sky; Gou Ren, Yun Ren, and Bei Be came home from Hong Yaowu.

And then it was time for a bath. Chunky and Wife were very muddy.

It was warm and nice, and quiet for the first part, as the boys soaked in the tub. Big Brother grumbled that they were going to need a bigger one again.

Chunky agreed. It would be nice to have everybody in the tub.

“Yeah. I’m gonna just get a fire crystal and make a damn hot spring,” Big Brother replied, before stopping. “Yanno, that’s actually kind of a good idea …”

“A fire crystal? I’ve got a spare one,” Old Gramps said. He tapped his ring that was almost like Wife’s Qi and with a pop, there was a hot crystal.

It was as big as the tub. It got very, very hot in bath. Building nearly started to burn, before Old Gramps put it away.

They all laughed about the hot crystal.

And then Big Brother got out the smacky branches. He had a mean grin on his face as he told Old Gramps to lie down.

Chunky liked the smacky branches. They felt nice.

At least when there weren’t bigger branches in them. And Big Little Sister wasn’t making them glow gold.

“Here! You can have this back!”

Old Gramps yelped, his face looking very funny as Big Brother smacked him on the butt.

But Big Brother made a big mistake.

Old Gramps picked up Big Brother and held him down. Gou and Yun smiled and lifted their smacky branches.

Then Big Brother started saying his own bad words.

Chunky settled in to watch with Bi De, and Wa Shi, and new friend Lu Ri.

Big Brother got smacked with many leaves. Big Brother shouted and hollered and tried to get away.

Old Gramps didn’t let him.

Chunky knew that nice days never lasted forever. He knew that bad things might happen again.

But they would put anything bad back together.

The nice day ended. And Chunky drifted off to sleep, content.

↔

“What did you want to show me, my disciples?” Shen Yu asked with a grin on his face as he entered into one of Jin’s side rooms. He was in an excellent mood. Meiling had managed to extract a bit more Demonic Qi, though the process had drained her supply of medicine as far as she was willing to.

A good egg, his granddaughter. The girl was like a warm, spicy broth. Burning, scathing, and yet comforting, provided one could stand the heat.

But Shen Yu’s smile dulled as he gazed at Jin and Bi De. They were both in a serious mood.

The rooster and his grandson pulled out a glowing blue crystal. It was ancient in style and power, and Shen Yu felt his intent sharpen as he laid eyes upon it.

“An old story. I think we may need your help with this one, Gramps,” Jin said.

Shen Yu raised an eyebrow … and pressed a hand to the crystal.


Chapter 21
Tying Up Loose Ends


For some, the ancient history of a province during the Age of Darkness would be a world-shaking revelation.

To Shen Yu, Cultivator of the Imperial Realm, the Unconquered Blade, master of a hundred thousand styles, and holder of the most discerning alcohol palate in existence, the tale of Xiaoshi was merely interesting. His grandson and his cock had been a more shocking revelation.

He’d heard this tale before. Not exactly, of course. But it did appear to have similarities with other memory crystals and ancient portents he had seen.

Shen Yu, in his quest for knowledge and power, had plumbed the depths of this world. The ancient fortresses from the Age of Darkness had been his hunting grounds, for the reagents of the Ancients were of superlative quality and their techniques unrivalled. Some yielded their power to any who could find the ruined remains. Others were death traps of the highest order that challenged any who entered. All of them contained at least some fragments of those black times. Great battles against demons had been commonplace then. Desperate last stands against the beasts, in some sense, had been routine.

In this case, the crystal was nothing special. In the depths of the world, there were other civilisations. Other languages. Other Empires. Even Crimson Crucible City had once been the seat of power for a powerful civilisation before they had sworn fealty to the Emperor. The knowledge of this was not even suppressed, though most did not care to look for it nor to remember the tragedy of the lost.

He had watched more than one cultivator rise to the highest heights, then fall from the top. To Shen Yu, these tales were boring in their tragic familiarity.

However … it was certainly a more complete story than the fragments he had discovered. The number of Spirit Beasts had been intriguing. The battles had been fascinating. He had several new techniques he would have to test out after watching it.

In the end, the world broke. The demons did not win … nor did they truly lose.

As the tale ended, as he found himself in a floating plane of blue, there was nothing extraordinary about this … save for the fact that it was the missing context. The root to why this province was as it was.

Xiaoshi himself had Shen Yu’s respect. The man had fought for his ideals. He had ascended to the status of Emperor. He had crafted a civilisation that was the peer of any Shen Yu had seen. He had realised the corruption in his soul—and he had taken the steps needed to ensure that the demonic host had been defeated completely and utterly even as he lay dying.

In the end, he had failed … but he was the truest definition of a martyr that Shen Yu could conceive of. He had fought the demons of the Age of Darkness and fallen in battle against them. For that alone, Shen Yu would endeavor to remember him as a comrade against the demons, separated only by time and circumstance.

Tianlan, the Earth Spirit, was the other piece of the puzzle that was the Azure Hills. Truly, she was like nothing Shen Yu had ever seen before. A spirit who had gained a corporeal form, one who gave her power without restraint; who had found a new champion in Jin. Shen Yu did not wholly understand the relationship between Tianlan and his grandson, but it was likely that this path Jin walked was subtly different from the normal Path of Shennong. This was no parasite, waiting for Jin’s death—the power of the Earth Spirit had been protective and downright possessive of Jin and likely would do anything to prevent his death. Behind that possessiveness, he could feel the little drops of love and affection she had for Jin. It served to soothe Shen Yu’s lingering worries.

It helped that she was the key to Jin’s plan.

The formation that had empowered her likely formed the basis of Jin’s own thoughts of ascending an entire land.

The last point of interest was in the Breaking and what had happened to the land after Tianlan had been shattered.

It was familiar.

There were other places that hungered for Qi, where the world was bleached bone white and with black sand. Where the hunger for life energy felt actively malevolent, rather than just … present.

It reminded him of the Wastes.

The Wastes, it seemed, was where the demons had won completely and drained the land dry of all Qi, consuming that territory’s equivalent of Tianlan. The Azure Hills was a place where they had almost succeeded. It was still lush and green, instead of devoid of all but the most hardy of life. Yet that paradoxically made the Wastes stronger than the Azure Hills, as their inhospitality made them brutal proving grounds, the places rife with bandits and murderers honing themselves in the howling dark and the most vicious of traps.

Was the darkness and dregs of Qi where the whole world would head if the demons won? These places, the black holes of Qi … were they what was causing the degradation of the world? Were the Earth Spirits some manner of linchpin?

Things did seem to be getting weaker as the centuries dragged on, though it happened so slowly it was nearly unnoticeable. Were the Wastes actively harming the world? Draining Qi into the bottomless, empty Dragon Veins and damaging the continent in its entirety? Were they holes left by consumed Earth Spirits, instead of something natural?

It was just a theory—and it was also the most valuable part of the crystal. He would have to speak to some colleagues about this.

Shen Yu was ambivalent about the past. He respected the power of the Ancients. He gave their teachings and techniques due consideration.

But what was the point of obsessing over what one couldn’t change? The past was the past—what truly mattered was the future and his own ascension. Perhaps, if Shen Yu had been a Noble Scion, he would have cared more about the Ancients and the legacy that had brought his family about. He was a street rat from Crimson Crucible City; his legacy started with him.

The Emperor certainly would be interested—and he would reward whoever brought him this knowledge handsomely.

Shen Yu’s lips twisted into a smile, imagining striding into the throne room and presenting Fengyan with a chicken to receive merits and honours.

Absolutely hilarious.

Shen Yu shook his head and glanced to the side, where a spirit of blue light began to coalesce. He felt no ill intent but rather excitement from the construct, and so did not dismiss it. Jin and Bi De had mentioned that there was an “annoying spirit” within this thing.

As the spirit formed, it gazed upon Shen Yu. Its eyes were bright and clear. It seemed to shudder and twitch, a wide grin spreading across its face.

“You, oh honoured one, have power overflowing,” the spirit began, as it gazed upon Shen Yu. “You are truly a cultivator of virtue and power. This spirit asks of you—would you take up the mantle of Emperor of these lands?”

Shen Yu stared at the spirit. He considered its question. And gave the only answer he could to the construct.

“Hells no,” he said. Being Emperor was entirely too much work.

The spirit, so excited, wilted. Shen Yu shrugged. There was nothing else to say, really, and Jin and Shen Yu’s newest disciples were currently awaiting his judgment on what to do.

Shen Yu extracted himself from the crystal. As his consciousness pulled away, he heard the spirit start to wail.

“Whyyyyyy?”

→

It had taken a few hours for Shen Yu to complete his examination of the crystal—and when he returned to the world, his grandson and his fine porcine maid already had refreshments available.

Tea and other victuals were assembled for him, and the disciples of Fa Ram gathered: the Spirit Beasts, Meiling, and Cai Xiulan lined up at the table, ready to hear Shen Yu’s words on the crystal.

Shen Yu rolled his shoulders and started things off.

“It was an interesting tale,” he said mildly as he took a sip of tea. “Most enlightening to the past of this province … but what was it that you require my assistance for, Grandson? Do you wish to be Emperor?”

“Hells no,” his grandson replied immediately, his face scrunching up comically. Good. Shen Yu had already deduced Jin’s answer, but it was encouraging to hear it. While this crystal would provide legitimacy to whoever held it … it was far from the only ancient crystal that promised power to whoever held it. Old cultivators, demons sealed in rings, such objects were rife within the Empire. And this was the Azure Hills. Anyone who dared to rise up would be crushed the instant they tried to challenge the Emperor’s authority.

If Jin’s ideals and aims were pure enough, Shen Yu might have joined in that challenge. As it was … eh. It was a moot point now.

“Then what do you plan to do with it? Tweak the formation of the old Emperor? I may know some friends who can assist with that,” Shen Yu said as he picked up a confection.

Jin blinked. “Honestly, nothing, for the most part. It’s an old story, and the past is the past,” he said. Shen Yu smiled. “We just wanted to know your thoughts on it, Gramps. In case this was bigger than we thought it would be, and if it was like some heaven-shaking revelation, or if it was useful against the demons.”

Shen Yu mulled over the statement. “And if it did contain such insights? What would you do then?”

“Give it to the Emperor and let him deal with it?” Jin replied. “Or hand it over to the Cloudy Sword Sect. Anybody else more equipped than us, at least.”

Shen Yu nodded at the immediate answer. It was practical, if nothing else.

“Well. There is nothing urgent contained within, I can say that much. I will investigate a few things … but other than that, it is nothing world-ending.”

There was a sigh of relief around the table. Bi De, however, seemed the most amused.

“It took me months to figure out this crystal, and in the end, so little comes of it.” The rooster shook his head.

“I would not say that,” Shen Yu replied. “I do know of some scholars who would be most interested in this.”

“Truly?” Bi De asked.

“Indeed. I would dare say that this would be the beginning of a grand expedition, once this is brought to the attention of the Emperor’s scholars.”

Bi De stoked his wattles, intrigued, while the rest of the animals began murmuring among themselves. The rat in particular seemed to be deep in thought.

“That actually goes in line with my other question, Gramps. Is there any way to copy the memories into another crystal?” Jin asked.

Shen Yu nodded. “Yes, it’s relatively simple. I can show you how, if you wish. You would just need an empty memory crystal.”

Jin smiled at the statement. “You know, I thought we would have to go on some kind of expedition to figure that out. The problem is getting enough memory crystals, I guess—”

Shen Yu tapped his storage ring. Six memory crystals fell out onto the table. Normally Shen Yu was against freely giving away such things … but, well, these weren’t exactly cultivation tools. It wasn’t cheating here, as there was no lesson to be learned, simply a task that could be hastened.

“Why would you need more than one? I can understand making a copy, but multiple?”

Jin turned to Cai Xiulan. The woman cleared her throat.

“Honoured Grandfather, it was our plan to return to the Sects of the Azure Hills what had been lost to them, of the styles of their Ancestors. The initial worry was that with only one existing copy, there would be infighting to gain possession of the sole record. With your aid, there would now be multiple crystals, and thus the inclination to steal or hoard this knowledge will be significantly lessened.”

“And what is this in service of, young lady?” Shen Yu asked her.

“I’m going to unite the Sects of the Azure Hills,” she stated with absolute conviction. “This will be the first step upon that journey.”

“And why do you wish to unite the Sects of these hills?”

Her eyes flicked to Jin and Meiling, before they settled back on Shen Yu. “So that no tragedy like this … like the one I lived through ever happens again.”

Shen Yu stared into those blue eyes … and nodded. “I see your conviction, Cai Xiulan,” Shen Yu said. “I approve of such ambition.”

To unite the Sects under Cai Xiulan, and by extension Jin.

It would truly be the entire province dedicated to a single task. A single task, of raising the Azure Hills, while still protected by the Empire.

Shen Yu was pleased by both her loyalty and motivations.

“Then I suppose this is resolved for now,” Shen Yu stated simply.

Thus the meeting adjourned. The disciples filed out, pleased that there was no threat they had missed. The humans stayed and began to clear up the plates and tea with Pi Pa—at least until Jin’s son began to fuss and Meiling left to tend to him.

Shen Yu watched as Ri Zu tugged on Bi De’s feathers, and the two travelled outside for a private conversation.

Shen Yu himself headed to the living room, to sit and go over what he had learned, just to be certain he had not missed any detail.

He was pulled out of his musings several minutes later when Jin sighed and flopped onto the other couch. “That went a lot easier than I thought it would,” Jin said, “but even so, why does this stuff always have to be so stressful …” His wife climbed up beside him, still cradling her son. Cai Xiulan took the other place, absently pulling out a board game.

Shen Yu was still confused about Cai Xiulan’s relationship with his grandson, but they obviously cared for each other. Sometimes good friends, sometimes brother and sister, and sometimes … well, he could just be seeing things.

He looked at Meiling’s purple eyes and freckles as she transferred her son to her hip and began to comfort her husband, her fingers pulling through Jin’s hair.

An Emperor, with eyes like baleful purple stars and freckles like constellations across the bridge of his nose.

He turned his gaze to Cai Xiulan as she leaned against Jin in silent support. In her, he saw her ancestor, Ruolan. A woman rallying an army to combat what might as well have been a god to them; the peerless artisan that made a formation that would have upended the heavens and the earth.

And if Shen Yu squinted, he could almost see a little golden form hanging off Jin’s shoulder. He could almost see a spirit’s angry glare.

“I’ll be with you. No matter what.”

And it was not just them. A rooster, as pure as the moon. Two pigs, a perfect and complementary taijitu. A cat, who was a brilliant and filial daughter. A rat, who was a diligent apprentice. A pair of brothers, loyal and true. A dragon, generous and content as Shen Yu had ever seen. A rabbit, burning like the sun, and a snake equal to any master artisan. An ox, dedicated to the blade. A monkey, who dredged up the bounty of the earth. A mortal, striving for his own form of immortality. Pearls, found in the muck of a broken land.

Truly, there was luck, and then there was luck.

If it was possible to ascend a province … Jin would be the one to do it. He would make his own heaven.

Shen Yu let out a breath and leaned back into the couch.

It was very comfortable.


Chapter 22
A Small World, Sometimes …


Pale Moon Lake City: New Year’s Eve.

Guan Chyou of the Azure Jade Trading Company had never particularly liked New Year’s. Especially the yearly New Year’s meeting that was composed of the leadership of the entire company and of their extended family. It was a time to assign merit and direct where the company would go the following year. Normally all Chyou had to do was either sit bored out of her skull or she was called up by Grandmother to help distribute merit, having never really achieved anything of note herself. Bo, her brother, alternated being near the head table or banished entirely, depending on which way his coin had landed that year.

This year, however … this year was different. She was both content and excited because of what she had been doing since she’d gotten back from Master Jin’s and had been feverishly preparing for the expedition to the south. She had gone to the coast, past Grass Sea City, to talk to the shipwrights and sailors there and had barely made it back to the capital in time. Normally the roads were relatively clear, as it rained more than it snowed in this region of the Azure Hills, but when it did snow, the thick white blanket that covered the ground sometimes rose higher than a man’s head.

It had been a horrid slog, and it was only thanks to her fine guards that she had managed to return at all.

She had not even been back for three hours, yet had needed to spend all that time preparing for the current feast, getting into her best dress, and applying makeup to cover the small scratch that she had on her cheek from wandering through one of the cold forests when they had stopped for the night. Then, she had seen the seating chart.

Chyou was seated to the left of her grandmother, and Bo to their grandfather’s right, displaying the head of the Trading Company’s clear and undeniable favour.

It felt good to be placed in a preeminent position, rather than off to the side as a mere supporter. Chyou’s eyes roamed the richly appointed room from her seat on a silk cushion. The hundreds of people in the room, all part of the Guan extended family, were a sight to behold—as was their dinner.

Let it never be said that the Azure Jade Trading Company skimped for their family—each and every person present had a steaming bowl of gold-grade rice; overtop the delicacy was the only thing they had to match it, something that Chyou had brought back with her. A recipe of Master Jin’s, given to her by Wa Shi.

Maple-glazed duck breast, over a bed of the finest Xiānggū mushrooms, and the winter lake grasses that still grew under the iced-over Pale Moon Lake.

Compared to Master Jin’s table, it was lacking something. Perhaps Master Jin’s attention to detail, or Wa Shi’s fine palate, but it was still one of the most delicious meals Guan Chyou had ever eaten.

Conversation had been notably muted ever since the meal had been brought out, only the clinking of chopsticks and soft sounds of pleasure echoing through the hall.

“So, granddaughter, how did your trip to the coast go?” Grandmother Daiyu asked after Chyou had finished swallowing the sweet morsel as if she didn’t already know the answer.

“It went excellently, Grandmother. The Wave Piercer Trading Company’s representative was intrigued by our terms for use of their ships and crews, and seemed receptive. They are sending a member of the main family after the spring storms to discuss further, but with the current terms you gave me things should progress quite quickly. They were most interested in the journal I found of the first expedition as well.”

At first, Guan Chyou had thought to keep everything “in the Azure Hills,” as it was for the purposes of mounting an expedition to the southlands, before she’d realised that such a thing was foolish beyond measure. Why do everything from scratch? They were a part of the Empire, after all, even if most of the time the Azure Hills seemed isolated. They could simply pay for experienced crews and ships that could brave the dangerous waters, and the Wave Piercer Trading Company sailed in some of the worst seas imaginable.

“Good. Always remember to take advantage of any existing infrastructure if you can,” Grandmother praised. “Now, how have the guards been doing?”

Chyou smiled at the question.

“Mister Rags, is, contrary to his appearance, a consummate professional,” she supplied. “I feared nothing throughout my trip.”

Indeed, the trip to the coast, the auction, and the deals with the Wave Piercers had gone off without a hitch. The man looked like a vagabond, but his word was his oath. He even knew nice places to eat along the way!

“And your interactions with the Sects?” Grandmother continued.

“Polite,” Chyou responded, and the elegant Lady Daiyu snorted.

“Oh, how things have changed,” the older woman mused, looking at Chyou’s robes.

“Indeed. They are quite polite and accommodating for Master Jin’s personal assistant and liaison,” Guan Chyou said calmly.

Her grandmother’s chuckles intensified.

Indeed, it was a mighty weapon she could use. She told no lie. She was indeed just Master Jin’s personal assistant and liaison, but her robe, tied in such a manner to signify that she was a taken woman, made people jump to all sorts of conclusions.

The culmination of her new weapon had come when an Elder of the Azure Horizon Sect had started to make advances upon her once he saw her unavailable status. The man’s tastes in married women were known. In the past, they would have had to spend their company’s hard-earned reputation and wealth to gently and politely refuse any who dared … but even they had their limits, and an Elder of the Azure Horizon Sect would have been pushing what they could get away with. Now? She got to smile and watch his eager grin wither like fruit on a vine, giving way to an ashen complexion and fear the moment she’d told him just who she was serving.

The Azure Horizon Sect was remarkably accommodating after that. Why, their caravans had never been more protected in that stretch of the Azure Hills.

Chyou made small talk with her grandmother for the rest of the meal, luxuriating in the warm room, until the older woman sighed.

“It’s time,” she said, and nodded at Chyou’s grandfather.

The older man stood, and the room went silent as he strode across it to where there was a small stage prepared so that he could give his presentation.

He took a breath, staring across the hall, and a smile came across his face.

“My family, my dear family. How has this year treated you all?” he asked, and a great cheer answered him as people banged on tables and raised their cups.

“Ha! I see you think we’ve done well, eh? You all have been wondering, haven’t you, about what we sold and what our profits are for this year?”

Another cheer answered him.

The Master of the Azure Jade Trading Company smiled brilliantly.

“Well, who am I to deny you?” He reached up to where a board was covered by cloth and pulled. “Behold! Our profits!”

The curtain was pulled aside, and gasps echoed around the room as the graph was revealed.

Specifically as the red line that rose towards the ceiling was revealed. It was nearly vertical from its previous position, to the point where another board had been nailed to the first, and even still, the line nearly ran off that too.

Servants scurried about, putting more sheets in front of the members of the company and handing out a more detailed analysis.

“Magnificent, is it not?” her grandfather asked as he paced across the stage. “Everything we have been working towards, after all these years—it is but the beginning! Our legend begins here, my dearest family. All our lives, we have been preparing for this moment! Next year shall be our time to rise! Like the Phoenix of the Empire! Like a dragon ascending to heaven!”

Eyes gleamed as merchants stared at the profits they had received.

“Before you is our plan as it stands now; all section heads have been informed, and upon the melting snows shall our expansion be put into place! Now we shall give thanks to the man who has made it all possible!” The Master of the Trading Company lifted his cup. “Praise be to Master Jin!”

“Praise be to Master Jin!” the roar of merchants answered him.

Chyou lifted her voice with them, her grandmother looking slightly surprised by Chyou’s enthusiasm.

It was, after all, thanks to him that she was worth something besides her body and the family she had been born to. Without his aid, Chyou would never have had the opportunity to prove herself.

“We shall now begin to assign merit! Guan Bo! Guan Chyou! Come to this old man and get your rewards!”

For the first time in forever, Chyou enjoyed the New Year’s ceremony. Wine flowed freely. The tables were pulled away, and instruments were brought out, so the party could begin in earnest.

Chyou glanced at her brother, who was smiling, before turning her eyes to her bracelet, made with a blue scale. A gift from a talking fish.

Ah, the spring had never seemed so far away. She couldn’t wait to show Master Jin how much she had accomplished!

And with luck, continue to accomplish, before the spring came.

⬜

Present—Spring

“Go and bring that to Master Han,” Chyou commanded, her voice rising above the scene of organised chaos. Preparing for a long journey always was hard, and always brought at least some measure of chaos.

“You’ve gotten good at this, sis,” her brother complimented her as he sat back and just watched, having delegated the preparation to her. Chyou smiled. Normally, her brother being lazy was annoying, but sometimes, when he just sat back and let her take care of things … well, it was a victory in both their books.

“Miss Chyou, we’re ready when you are,” Rags said as he walked up beside her.

“Excellent, Mister Rags. You said it wouldn’t be an issue that you were accompanying us?”

“Big Boss Man and Sister Tigu said it was fine,” the man replied flippantly, shrugging, before grinning and reaching out, grabbing a short young man who had been approaching them. “And we got my other brother here, so we’ll make good time! This here is our Loud Boy, official member of the Farrow Gang! If the going gets tough, you run to me or him, all right, Miss Chyou? He looks like a chump, but he’s strong and not too bad in a scrap!”

The young man sighed, irritation crawling across his features as well as a slight blush.

“Zang Wei, a member of the Farrow Gang. We’ll get you where you need to go, pretty miss,” Loud Boy said respectfully.

Chyou smiled at the boy. He was a cute little thing, and he seemed just … content with the world.

“I feel quite safe in your hands. Now, we’re just waiting on the last—” Chyou cut herself off as she saw a nervous-looking young woman approaching the caravan, constantly glancing at a piece of paper in her hands, then back up at the caravans. She was accompanied by two guards wearing heavy armour and carrying several large cases with them.

“Biyu! Miss, are you Mengde’s Biyu?” Chyou called out, and the woman, who had spectacularly fluffy hair and wide, owlish eyes, perked up.

“Yes, I’m Biyu!” she exclaimed. “Are you Guan Chyou?”

“Yes. Your Masters have already arranged everything. Your goods are to go in caravan three, middle of the pack. I swear upon the Azure Jade Trading Company’s honour, it is the safest location for the Illustrious Mengdes!”

→

Thus did they travel north, the caravan eating the road. With not one, but two cultivators with them, any amount of hardship was reduced to nothing. Stuck caravans were lifted out within the minute; broken axles were repaired within the hour.

It was an exceedingly pleasant and speedy journey as Chyou read and reread the terms of the Wave Piercer Trading Company. For using their ships and sailors to travel to the southlands, the deposits for the ships, what the company would have to pay if the ships were destroyed … the list and terms were some fifty pages long.

When she wasn’t doing that, she was talking to her brother, the guards, or their other important travelling companion.

Biyu of the Crystal Emporium was surprisingly good at conversation—at least when one got her on the topic of either crystals or cute clothes. Biyu spent her time sewing bows and small hats that were the proper size for dolls, using a hand-carved wooden armature so she could make the sizes right. She had a wondrously accessorised Demon Slaying Orchid doll, and it got Chyou thinking.

What about better-proportioned, wooden dolls? Like the armature Biyu used? Poseable, with all sorts of little hats?

Her brother’s eyes started gleaming the moment she mentioned it to him.

→

“This is where we stop for tonight!” Rags shouted. It was the last place to really rest, instead of camp, before arriving at Verdant Hill, so everyone was determined to make the most of the little inn.

They unpacked efficiently as Loud Boy and Rags performed a quick sweep of the town, and once they were satisfied that there was nothing to worry about, they walked with Chyou through the front door of the inn—and froze.

Chyou felt her heart begin to beat faster as both men tensed up … before Rags started laughing and a shit-eating grin spread across his face.

“Hey, Handsome Man!” Rags shouted, moving forwards and letting Chyou get a good look at the tall, well-muscled, freckled man who had a mouthful of dumpling.

He looked mildly constipated even as Loud Boy’s own grin spread across his face.

“Small world, eh?” Loud Boy asked, and for a brief moment an ethereal blue dragon tail coiled around his arm.

“Look at him, trying to steal a march on you, Loud Boy! Skulking about and trying to sneak to our sister!”

“Handsome Man” groaned.

Chyou had the feeling she was missing something.


Chapter 23
Friends of the Family


And so life continued, even after all those heavens-shaking revelations and Gramps becoming aware of that ancient cataclysm.

And you know what? It was probably better that way. We still had things to do and a farm to tend; I would trust and help the experts on cultivation once they decided what to do.

So I got back into it.

I carried water to the bathhouse and refilled our bamboo drinking containers. Gramps tended to use the water up. He really seemed to enjoy a good soak and had taken to getting smacked with leaves with gusto.

I chopped wood for my building projects and planted trees for the future in areas I didn’t want to be thinned. While I worked, I carried my son on my back, showing him the seeds I was covering with soil. His little hands reached for them curiously—babies usually couldn’t see well, as young as he was, but I still wanted him to learn a little of what I did.

I reduced more boulders to gravel and cobble to use in experimenting with my concrete. Huo Ten actually sat around watching as I worked, bringing different dirt samples to me to see which one made the most stable compound, his eyes alight with interest.

With Gou Ren, Yun Ren, and the rest of our eclectic-looking family, I sowed the seeds that would feed us, my heart and soul focused on the task I had decided to dedicate my life to. Lu Ri, who was staying with us now, normally watched from the sidelines asking questions about how I planted things and why I decided to do what I did.

I answered them all, of course, as best I could. We cut quite the pair—a pristine, textbook cultivator, talking to a farmer with worn hands covered in dirt and a chicken on his shoulder chiming in with his own wisdom.

At night, we played board games, cards, and mahjong. I’ll freely admit I lost more than I won, but a few people started getting too big for their britches.

So I introduced Risk.

The board ended up getting thrown in the fire after the first game, but only after the Empire of Jin had swept through everything before it.

For some reason people kept expecting me to hold to my word … even after I’d backstabbed the last three people I’d made deals with. The look on Xiulan’s face when I conquered the Verdant Kingdom after swearing I would help her was absolutely priceless. The only person who gave me a real challenge was Xianghua—though she too fell to my wrath in the end.

Hey, I play wargames for keeps. This calm, fair, and mild-mannered everyday persona is just a ruse!

Other than games, we had other entertainment. With no TV or radio, you had to sing your own songs and make up your own stories. We used the pipa, my banjo, and the flute Gramps brought out that he was really, really good at playing. He had never shown me that when I was learning from him, but I took the opportunity to listen now.

And then tune out the noise when he and Meimei tried to compose a new song about a farmer and his fair maiden.

Most days I followed a routine of work in the morning, then downtime in the evening; the most important part of it all was taking care of my son. It was still kind of surreal, being a dad. Although it was way, way less work than I had been expecting, between never really getting tired and how many people were around to lend a hand.

I even got to have a date night with Meimei, up on our rock, with just the two of us. We came back to Gramps and Tigu taking turns making funny faces at Little D, who hadn’t missed us at all.

Time passed. Most days, Lu Ri went back to Verdant Hill to pal around with the Lord Magistrate and work on their mail system. Babe went off to help on the road; Hong Yaowu got used to their new normal, as they started using the new farming techniques Gou Ren was teaching them. It was pretty fulfilling, watching everybody doing the inter-row tilling using the machines Bowu had made. They were still powered by hand—no steam yet—but our Misty Young Master was out in the fields, already one of the villagers.

He and Ty An did bicker like a married couple whenever the two of them were in Yao Che’s forge, though. There was a betting pool in the village to see if they would either try to beat each other up … or sneak off behind Yao Che’s shed for a different kind of physical activity.

Today, though, was something a bit different. Today I got the message I had been waiting for. It was time to reap what I had sown and make a little cash.

The Guan siblings were back in Verdant Hill. Bo and Chyou had better be prepared for a big old shipment of maple syrup!

“I’ll be back soon, love.”

Meiling kissed me, grinning. “Have a good time,” she said as she pulled back, our son on her hip—and then her smile turned vicious. “Remember, city folk are for ripping off.”

I laughed, promised to heed her advice, and collected another kiss on the way out the door.

I set out with Chunky on the cart and Washy in his jar. The carp was surprisingly enthusiastic about seeing the merchants again. He’d spent the morning preparing several of his newest experiments for Chyou to try out. Our great dishwasher had a particular fondness for sandwiches of all things—and today his pièce de résistance was a scuffed egg salad sandwich.

Honestly? Pretty good.

I was all prepared for a day of talking business with two merchants when I arrived in Verdant Hill, walking through the door to the newly constructed Azure Jade Trading Post. It was warm and inviting, being fully furnished now, not just the shell it had been last year. I must have made a strange sight with a fish jar in my arms and a boar trotting beside me.

I was expecting Bo and Chyou to greet me, and yeah, they were there, but what I wasn’t prepared for was three young men to be lined up with them, with a familiar, fluffy-haired girl off to the side.

“We pay our respects to Master Jin!” Rags, Loud Boy, and Handsome Man chorused, and I raised an eyebrow at them.

I had said they could come over, and Tigu had been writing to them, so I probably should have expected this. Rags looked as scuffed as always, but Loud Boy—Wei—looked a lot better than he had when we’d left. His back was straight and his eyes were full of life.

“You managed to fix your cultivation?” I asked the kid after we’d done our greetings—well, honestly, he wasn’t that much younger than me. None of them were.

“Yes, Master Jin!” Loud Boy said, his grin widening. His pride was clear.

I studied them all for a moment, these boys who had come to Tigu’s defence, and smiled.

“Listen, I’m going to be here for a while, so how’s about you boys head on down the north road. I’m sure Tigu’er will be happy to see you.”

“We can just … ?” Handsome Man ventured, seeming surprised I was just letting them visit.

In my mind, they had proved themselves and then some. Besides, these were Tigu’s friends. That made them welcome twice over.

There was a look of excitement in their eyes, but Rags shook his head. “We’re supposed to guard Miss Biyu as well—”

A muted squeal of joy pulled our attention to the other guest I was sure we were going to have—the only one who couldn’t run back to our place under her own power. Biyu was crouched over Chunky, who was lying on his back. She had her face and fingers buried in the fur on his stomach, scratching away while his leg kicked.

“Oh heavens, you’re so much cuter than the images Yun recorded! I’m going to make you the most dapper hats and cloaks and eeeeeeeee!”

“Yeah, go on, boys. I doubt Biyu will mind sticking around for a while.”

When she heard her name, Biyu glanced up from her position … and then started to turn tomato red from her neck to her scalp. She coughed, then pulled up her weird gas mask thing and pulled her hood over her face.

“Master Jin,” she said stiffly. “Mengde’s Crystal Emporium pays their respects; my Masters have sent me to apprise yourself and Honoured Customer Yun Ren of recent developments.”

Well. There certainly wouldn’t be any shortage of interesting things to see to this year, would there?

I was rather intrigued by the stuff Biyu wanted to show me, but I’d have to contain my curiosity until we were home and Yun Ren’s beau was all set up.

Of course, I would have to collect his parents first as well.

Yun Ren deserved his time in the hot seat—and it wasn’t like Hu Li and Ten Ren would be mean to her. Biyu had that lost, fluffy creature look down pat. So, while Biyu went off with Chunky to explore the town, I sat down with my merchant friends.

Last year had apparently been very good to them, as I saw once I’d gotten a bunch of paperwork detailing their exploits. I knew markups were pretty nuts, but some of the prices? Holy shit. And the bidding wars. Honestly, it did make me feel like I should have asked for a higher price … but, well, there were other aspects to this arrangement that would hopefully make up for it.

“So, have you found anything interesting?” I asked once we’d finished going over the financial charts.

“Of course, Master Jin,” Guan Bo said as he took me into the next room, where a bunch of sacks and pots were waiting. “Our Azure Jade Trading Company has been hard at work fulfilling your requests. We have leveraged our contacts in Yellow Rock Plateau to their fullest, and we anticipate by the end of summer we will have inroads into the Howling Fang Mountains and Green Stone Forest.”

That got my attention—especially when they brought out seeds and plants. Quite a few of them had seen better days, but even so …

There were a bunch of strange-looking medicinal plants and mushrooms for Meimei. There were a bunch of rice and wheat strains that I could mess around with. Berry seeds made up another chunk, along with dried potatoes. But the thing that really caught my eye were the bags of kernels from Yellow Rock Plateau.

Again and again, the province seemed to be analogous to the mountains of Central America. And this time, in addition to potatoes, they had the last of a trinity—corn.

Of course, it wasn’t the modern yellow stuff. There were three varieties: one that was a dark blue-black about the size of a fingernail, one the size of a knuckle and almost translucent, and a pink one in between the two sizes. Pink! It looked so interesting!

“It’s mostly used as animal feed, I’m told,” Bo said with a shrug, “but some people grind it up into flour. As you can see, you don’t get much from it, but you did say anything and everything.”

With this, I had another piece of what I had been looking for. The Three Sisters. Corn to form a trestle for the climbing beans; climbing beans to fix nitrogen into the soil; squashes to shade the ground and prevent evaporation of moisture from the soil.

“This is the best deal I’ve ever made,” I mumbled to myself. Both of the merchants perked up even more at that. “Keep up the good work.”

The Guan siblings bowed, and then we got to the last point: the expedition. We reconvened in the main meeting room.

“A good portion of this expedition isn’t really exploring,” Chyou explained. “We have many safe ports mapped out, as well as places we can go for resupply, thanks to the Archives. Some of the maps are several years or even decades out of date, but we devised a workaround using a transmission stone relay. It’s quite expensive to send messages that far, and it took over a month for everything to be transmitted there and back—but we’ve managed to narrow down which towns still at least exist. One of the areas, Diamond Shoal City, was destroyed ten years ago by some manner of giant wave, but the city has since been rebuilt in another location. One we’re … not entirely certain of, but the men of the Wave Piercer Trading Company seem to be confident in their ability to find it.”

“And they’re fine with loaning out their ships?” I asked.

“There were some concessions, but they’re amenable to working with us in exchange for some of the products we’re selling. Gold-grade rice … it opens quite a few doors that would otherwise remain shut.”

I nodded. I had been rather worried that in my haste to have new flavours, I might have asked something completely and utterly unreasonable of Chyou. The woman had proven herself and taken it as a challenge, full steam ahead.

And judging by the look in Washy’s eyes as Chyou ate her egg salad sandwich with gusto, she would likely have a tagalong as well.

What better to guard some ships than a dragon?

↔

“Man, Master Jin is a pretty laid-back guy,” Tie Delun heard Rags say as they ran along the road. “We gotta have a drink with him. Bet he has all sorts of awesome stories where he kicks everybody’s asses!”

“Maybe we’ll get to hear some of them! Master Jin was so busy last time. Perhaps he’ll impart some wisdom to us, eh?” Loud Boy enthused.

Delun kept quiet, even though he privately agreed.

Honestly, despite the horror of seeing these two bastards crashing his visit to Tigu, they hadn’t been that bad. It had actually been rather good to see that Loud Boy had repaired his cultivation. He might have been a rival, but Loud Boy had been ready to give his life in the defence of his comrades. Same with Rags, and that deserved some respect.

They were their normal, boisterous selves—which Delun didn’t particularly know how to handle—but he didn’t miss their attentiveness to their work. It was surprising that the two vagabonds had such a prestigious assignment, though. Guan Chyou was apparently Master Jin’s woman—and Biyu was some big shot in the Crystal Emporium, coming to deliver to Master Jin a prototype.

What could Delun do after that but offer his services as the Young Master of the Hermetic Iron Sect? They were, after all, heading in the same direction, and while Delun could have stolen a march on the other two, that would just be dishonourable. Especially if Miss Guan and Miss Biyu came under threat from anything. He never would have been able to forgive himself.

He shook his head, dismissing the last of his thoughts as they passed by a village. It was a quaint, quiet place—if one had merely mortal eyes. Delun knew his sensing abilities were not the best, but there was something going on with the little village.

And …

“Does the air here feel weird to you?” he asked his companions.

Rags and Loud Boy both paused in their inane nattering to consider Delun’s question.

“You noticed it too?” Loud Boy said surprisingly.

“It’s gettin’ a little hard to breathe. Like the air is thick,” Rags observed.

Delun took a deep breath, letting the air settle in his lungs. It did feel thick. Strange. Invigourating, but at the same time … it was almost like he had to be a bit careful not to get drunk on it.

As soon as he thought that, the feeling faded with the blowing of the spring breeze. He could swear that he could hear an amused chuckle on the wind.

Delun set the odd feeling aside. It obviously wasn’t anything harmful. They travelled past the village and ventured through a forest for a couple of hours until they came to what Delun assumed they were looking for.

A fence and a gate, upon which were two signs. A maple leaf … and a warning that would be utterly hilarious if one were not personally acquainted with the chicken who would most assuredly defeat all of them without blinking.

All three men paused before the gate.

“So, do we just walk in or—” Rags started, before he was cut off by a strident female voice.

“Halt! Who goes there!” a voice demanded, and all of them froze. There was an explosion of motion as a young woman landed on top of one of the fence posts, her eyes gleaming.

The world started to fall away as Tie Delun looked at Tigu and her bright, enthusiastic smile. There was no strain this time. No little frown or any sort of tenseness. Her sharp eyes gazed down on them all, and her smile spread across her face even further.

“What’s good, Tigu?” Delun heard Rags say from beside him, but he only had eyes for Tigu.

“Rags! Loud Boy! Handsome Man!” she shouted joyously as she leapt straight from the top of the post and wrapped them all in a hug.

And just like that, putting up with Rags and Loud Boy was suddenly all worth it.

→

Delun was still in a daze as Tigu led them through the gates and towards the manor that was situated on an island between two rivers. The air smelled sweet; there was a gentle chime in his ears to accompany the bees. In that moment, he felt like the few times he had gotten drunk as she looked them all over, clearly content with their health.

“Come in, come in!” Tigu demanded as they reached the door, the girl half dragging them onwards. “I need to get you all tea and introduce you to everybody! Mistress! Mistress! We have guests!” Tigu called, and the words snapped Delun out of his daze.

He only hoped Tigu’s Mistress was of similar disposition to her husband—Master Jin was benevolent and generous!

“Oh? We have more guests?” a voice from farther in asked. Delun finished taking off his boots before entering the house proper, and saw who was waiting there.

The woman was quite short—she would come up to perhaps the middle of Delun’s chest, and sitting as she was on a couch, she seemed even smaller. She had a babe cradled in her arms. She, like him, had an unfortunate amount of freckles on her face, but Delun could never call her ugly—Tigu thought his blemishes were handsome, and he was getting better at ignoring the insults himself. No, she was quite the stately woman. She looked like a sheathed blade: sharpness that was currently concealed.

Her gentle amethyst eyes roved over them all, and Delun stepped forwards, ready to make a good first impression. He collapsed his hands and bowed low.

“This Tie Delun, Young Master of the Hermetic Iron Sect, pays his utmost respects to Lady Meiling.”

The other two miscreants started and approached as well, bowing politely.

“My, my, such polite boys!” the woman said, clearly amused. “Well, come in, I’ve heard much about you. Thank you for taking care of my girl last year.”

Lady Meiling bowed in return, and Delun felt himself calm further.

“If it pleases you, Lady Meiling, I have with me the best our Sect has to offer. I understand you use many tools for your healing, and I would give you these for allowing this Delun into your home,” he said while presenting a wrapped buddle.

From the strangled noises of Loud Boy and Rags, he surmised they didn’t have gifts. Lady Meiling gently set her son down on the couch and rose, accepting his offering.

“Thank you. I humbly receive this gift,” she said, completing the words for the ritual that meant they truly were well received.

Everything was going fantastically! Delun smiled brightly at the small woman.

“Tigu, be a dear and go prepare some tea for our guests,” Lady Meiling commanded. “And get some of the sweets from the cupboard.”

“Yes!” Tigu called and shot off into the back with a smile on her face. It was a little surprising that they had no servant to prepare the tea for them … but honestly? It fit the rough-and-tumble girl to take care of herself. He couldn’t imagine Tigu in a dress. It would be wrong for her not to be wild and free.

Tea, prepared by Tigu. His life was complete.

Lady Meiling got them seated at the table, her smile never wavering.

“I appreciate everything you all did in looking after her,” the woman began conversationally. Her words were sweet—like the worst kind of poison. Delun suddenly felt fear fill his heart, as Lady Meiling’s eyes sharpened into swords and her intent gently settled atop their shoulders. “But that is another matter than this. Now. What are your intentions for my Tigu?”

Her voice never wavered from its calm tone. Her body language never shifted.

And yet she went from a diminutive mother to a vicious hell beast ready to drown him in a thousand poisons.

Delun came to a sudden realisation about why Master Jin was so relaxed and permissive around Tigu.

The woman who was undoubtedly Tigu’s mother was terrifying enough for both of them.


Chapter 24
The Crystal Carver


Biyu hummed to herself as the cart she was in travelled smoothly down the road with not a single bump to jostle it. Today had been quite enjoyable so far. She’d gotten to give Mr. Chun Ke a nice-looking neckerchief, folded into a triangle. It was honestly rather hard to make it look good with how monstrously thick his neck was, but Biyu had managed it, the entire thing giving the cute piggy an adorably rakish air. He had liked it so much he had given her kisses—and then asked politely what she could recommend for his ‘pretty wife’ in that not-speech Spirit Beasts used.

Biyu had, of course, caved immediately at the thought of a matching set, and gotten a second one in a light purple. She remembered Pi Pa from Yun Ren’s recordings, and purple seemed like it would work well on her.

They had pretty good prices in town too—it was actually slightly less expensive for the quality of silk, and the colours were all local things. Whoever made the silk brocades had good taste!

After his meeting had finished, Jin had come to find her and ask her if she was ready to leave. She was, she just had to get the prototype packed onto Jin’s cart. The man had insisted once again that she just call him Jin, because Yun Ren was his good friend.

She was still getting used to being allowed to call such an Honoured Master by his name.

“Hey, you seem a natural at this already.” Master Jin—er, just Jin, interrupted her thoughts with a smile as he ran alongside the cart. “Most people are a little more intimidated going this fast.”

“Yun Ren carried me up to Cloudrest like this,” Biyu replied, and Jin’s smile got warmer and knowing. Biyu flushed.

That had been a fantastic trip. It had only been a day, but watching the countryside speed by and then climbing up the giant hill had been amazing. It had been a bit hard to breathe up there, but any discomfort had fallen away the moment she’d seen the curve of Pale Moon Lake and the entirety of her home city and the farmland stretching out before her.

That was when she’d realised why Yun Ren loved recording things so much—but in the end, despite Yun teaching her how to use the light to take a truly spectacular recording of the landscape … she had ended up taking one of him.

His beautiful amber eyes open wide, rather than his perpetual squint. The look of wonder and exhilaration that took over his face.

It was her favourite image of him. Well, that and the one when she had convinced him to wear a dress and she had put makeup on him. Yun made a very convincing and very pretty girl, if Biyu said so herself—and then he had slammed his hands on either side of her head and pinned her against the wall and—

Biyu shook her head vigourously and dispelled the image, her cheeks pink.

Jin laughed at her expression. “Well, it is good to see you again. Thanks for getting Chun Ke his new neckerchief. He looks good!” Biyu smiled at the compliment. “Now, how have you been?”

“Busy, mostly. Master Feng pushed me on this trip because he said I needed a break! Said that eighteen-hour days are too much!”

The man turned to her, his eyes suddenly devoid of any light.

“You’ve been working eighteen-hour days.”

“Yes! I wish I could work longer—this project is just so interesting!”

And so Biyu complained about her unreasonable Master forcing breaks upon her. Jin was very easy to talk to. Honestly, the big man felt a bit like her own father, jovial and easy to make laugh. Like a big friendly dog, which was nice. Biyu loved dogs, and imagining the powerful cultivator with a wagging tail made it a lot easier to be casual with him.

Now that she really looked at him, past the giant muscles, he was kind of cute too. Those laugh lines, combined with his smile … he needed something adorable to wear too!

Well, a plan for later, anyway! She had to keep her hands busy and warmed up, lest her accuracy rust.

The cart rolled onwards for around an hour and a half. Eventually, they approached a village and slowed.

“What place is this?” Biyu asked.

“Hong Yaowu,” Jin replied.

“Really? It looks so much different than the recordings,” Biyu mused. “That’s Elder Hong’s house, though, that’s similar …” Biyu said as she started to place the buildings. It looked a lot different. Like a completely different village, compared to the one Yun Ren had shown her. The place where he had grown up— “Wait. Yun Ren’s parents live here.”

“Yup,” Jin said cheerfully.

Biyu stared at the man as a brief moment of panic welled up in her throat before she forced it down. She had considered the possibility of meeting them, but she wasn’t ready!

And there was no time to get herself ready before Jin shouted out:

“Hey, everybody! I’ve got a visitor!”

Biyu took a deep breath and let it out. She was fine with meeting new people for business, but not like this!

“Hello!” she shouted, her voice cracking a little bit as she stood up and waved. The villagers paused in their work, and two in particular froze up completely.

“Hey-o, Miss Biyu!” Gou Ren called, smiling brightly at her.

Yun Ren did a double take, his eyes widening comically.

“Biyu!” he shouted as his face split into a smile.

“Yun!” Biyu shouted, waving at her man.

She jumped from the top of the carriage and he caught her, swinging her around in three loops as she giggled. His arms were strong and tight around her back.

For a brief moment there was nothing but that, until Yun Ren pulled back to get a good look at her.

“I wasn’t expecting you here, love,” he whispered.

“Master Feng told me I had to come,” she admitted.

“We should try that. Prepare yourself, Gou Ren!” a woman’s voice, loud and strong, interrupted them before Yun could say anything else.

Biyu blinked as she looked at the tall woman who was standing beside Gou Ren. Biyu recognised her. She did, after all, have a Liu Xianghua doll at her home. It was probably the best one Heavenly Delights had produced last year, coming with an accessory without an extra charge. It was a good move, in Biyu’s opinion, but as always the quality of Heavenly Delights left something to be desired. Biyu had, of course, carved a better furnace accessory herself after examining the images Yun had shown her.

Gou Ren started scratching his chin. “Okay, but how many spins?” he asked Xianghua, whose eyes widened. She too began thinking.

“Three seems an optimal number, but we shall test many variations,” the woman decided.

“Speed and angle as well?” Gou Ren asked.

“But of course!” the stately woman decreed, before her eyes turned to Biyu. “Greetings, sister-in-law!” she boomed.

And then the pretty cultivator marched up and gave Biyu a hug just shy of bone-cracking.

“Uh … nice to meet you too?” Biyu wheezed out, absolutely confused.

“Indeed! It is an honour to meet my brother’s woman! But now you have to meet Honoured Mother and Honoured Father, and receive their blessings!”

With that, Biyu was released and Xianghua marched right up to a middle-aged couple. Both of them opened their own arms to receive the same hug as the cultivator whispered in their ears.

Biyu tentatively trailed behind her, but paused when the woman who could only be Yun Ren’s mother looked at her … and sighed.

“How the hells do our boys keep pullin’ girls so far beyond them?” the woman asked her husband.

“Oh, I think it runs in the family,” the monkey-looking man replied with a grin.

The fox-faced woman flushed slightly. “Dumbass.” The words were without heat, and her squinted eyes opened fully.

They were the same beautiful amber that Yun Ren had.

↔

It was late in the afternoon when they finally got to Jin’s home, not that Biyu minded it. Hu Li and Ten Ren were both quite laid-back and easy to get along with. Hells, even Xianghua, who insisted on calling Biyu “Sister,” was nice, if a bit strange.

She got the feeling that Xianghua was being completely serious in calling the two middle-aged mortals Honoured Mother and Honoured Father and treating them like they were her own parents—and in return, Hu Li and Ten Ren treated her like she was their daughter.

Jin had just looked on, finding the whole thing amusing.

Then they had gone to Jin’s house—where she had met Meiling, who insisted on being called Meimei, and the rest of the cute creatures. She had gotten to hug Yin and Ri Zu again, and Mrs. Pi Pa had complimented her colour choice for the cloth tied around Mr. Chun Ke’s neck. Mr. Huo Ten was doing well for himself as well and said that he had good news for her Master, as well as his own, on the origins of their founders.

Honestly, it was easier to process everything since she had already seen most of it through Yun Ren’s recordings and stories.

All in all, aside from the talking animals, and the fact that the fish had popped and turned into a dragon, everything seemed … well, it seemed kind of normal? Maybe? Was that a thing?

The only thing she could say was odd was the nice caravan guards who all looked incredibly pale and seemed to be trying to keep themselves on the other side of Jin from Meimei.

But now … now she was ready for the real reason why she was here! Yun Ren helped her set up. He had looked confused when she’d said she needed a box full of rocks, but he had helped her out anyway.

Biyu took a deep breath and let it out, then turned to her audience. She recognised everybody except for the old man lounging on the couch and using Mr. Chun Ke as a footrest.

Probably Jin’s grandfather. The presentation was originally supposed to be for Yun Ren and Jin only, but, well, there was surely no harm in the expanded audience, especially family.

Two hands on the box, Biyu kept her eyes closed and focused. Then, snapping open the box and retrieving the recording crystal, Biyu launched into her presentation.

“Honoured Customers and friends of Mengde’s Crystal Emporium, this representative of the Master Carvers thanks you for your time today! This Biyu shall be giving Honoured Customer Yun Ren and Honoured Customer Jin an update on the storage crystals that Honoured Customer Yun Ren saw fit to entrust to us as recognition for your special relationships with Mengde’s Crystal Emporium.”

Jin because he was apparently trusted by the suppliers of most of their crystals, and Yun Ren because he had been the one to bring them the crystal.

“As you can see from these images, we have completed our preliminary assessment and moved on to the cutting process …”

She flipped through the images as she spoke, the light projected onto the wall showing the armatures and chisels they were using, as well as the first cuts they had accomplished. The old man had actually sat up slightly at that, going from looking bored to at least paying attention, while most of the others, Tigu especially, seemed interested in exactly how one went about carving such a rare and valuable crystal.

The short answer was very careful observation … and then moving very, very slowly so it didn’t explode under your blade.

Master Feng had always said there was no luck to their craft, as she switched to the recording of three Crystal Masters and Biyu carefully adjusting the angle on several chisels. There was a light tap, and then the crystal cracked completely in half, exactly as they had predicted.

The crystal would actually be three rings, such was the amount of material Biyu had been gifted with. It was still strange knowing that Yun Ren and Nezan had thought that was an appropriate gift—and to her of all people. Storage crystals were near non-existent in the Azure Hills!

But there was no point in hand-wringing or what-ifs. They had decided that she was worthy of such things—and she would prove their trust right. She would give it her all—for her craft and for Yun Ren as well. The storage crystals would surpass the quality of those created a thousand years ago!

“And this concludes the presentation on the storage ring. The Master Carvers invite Xong Yun Ren to take his pick from the three rings. They anticipate the first to be done in five years’ time, barring any unforeseen circumstances.”

There was a murmur of interest from the watchers.

“We also have one more thing,” Biyu continued as she reached into the crate and pulled out the prototype. It was a relatively unassuming wooden frame that could be adjusted in size, with shards of crystal just visible in the corners of the frame.

Of course, during their work, small bits of crystal were inevitably sacrificed. They tried to remove as little as possible, but there was always at least one spot that needed to be shaved down.

And so while Biyu did get to sit in on the Masters as they carved the main crystal, and got to help … her true mission was to find a use for the little chunks that would otherwise have been useless.

Perhaps a powerful cultivator could repurpose them and meld them back into a smaller mass, or perhaps they could just wave their hand and transmute the crystal into a ring wholesale.

But that was just rumour and what ifs. They needed a more practical solution.

And indeed, Biyu had found something, in the tiny, chiseled-off pieces of crystal as they refined the shape of the rings. Eight months of experimentation and research. Eighteen-hour days. Little shards of crystal, with a formula so small it was invisible to the unaided eye.

Biyu set up the wooden frame with crystals embedded in it around a box filled with stones.

The effects of this would be subtle, but … well, hopefully useful!

Biyu touched her fingers to the edge of the frame.

Like frost crawling over a window, a thin, shimmering film of blue light began to crawl across the box.

The Partial Storage Array … or at least that was what Biyu was calling it!

“What does it do?” Jin asked, staring intrigued at the box that didn’t actually look any different.

“While a storage ring pulls whatever object the user desires inside it, the Partial Storage Array, as we’re calling it, tries to do the same. But it can’t. So instead, whatever is inside when it activates is … partly here and partly there. Just slightly out of phase. They’re still solid, and you can touch them, but as to the practical effect? While they’re within the field they weigh a quarter of the amount, relative to whatever is outside the array.”

Biyu then took a step forwards, pressing herself into the thin, shimmery film, which allowed her access. It didn’t feel bad, and out of all the rats they had tested it on none of them had suffered any adverse effects. Neither had any of the volunteers.

“While you’re inside it, though, it will weigh the same to you as if the field wasn’t active,” she said. She knew from experience her voice would sound stretched and high-pitched to the people outside.

Biyu reached into the box and pulled out one of the rocks. “But while it’s heavy to me …” She dropped the rock. It looked like it fell as fast as it should, but instead of slamming into the ground, it settled with a dull thud.

Her demonstration complete, Biyu pushed her way out of the field and back into Jin’s house.

There was silence as they all stared at the faintly glowing frame.

“And … um … that’s the prototype!” Biyu chirped nervously. “It still needs a lot of refinement, but the Masters said I should show you both.”

There was a pause, so she nervously scratched at her cheek.

In the end, what those little dregs of crystal could do would probably be useless for a cultivator’s purposes. But that was just it. Worthless for a cultivator … and not their mortal servants.

Just like the still-image recording crystal was a worse version of a recording crystal … so too was the Partial Storage Array a worse version of a storage ring. But worse didn’t mean useless.

After a moment, everybody was on their feet, looking at the space that was just slightly out of sync with itself.

“I know several techniques that would produce the same effect,” the old man mused, and Biyu felt her heart fall slightly. Well, it was probably inevitable that a cultivator would— “But as far as novel uses for such small pieces of crystal go, it’s quite interesting. You truly use every scrap you can find in this province. It’s certainly more useful than just throwing it out or feeding it to some experiment.”

“How many of these can you make?” Jin asked as he turned to her.

“Using the crystal we received? If our calculations are correct … about sixty more. If something goes catastrophically wrong and we break one of the rings … well, several hundred, probably,” Biyu replied.

“And what happens if this field fails?”

“It just reverts to its normal weight.”

“How big can this field get?”

“About half the size of this room, but the bigger you make it, the less effective it is at reducing weight.”

Jin stared at it for a couple more moments.

“So … you guys take orders for these?” he asked.


Chapter 25

Iron’s Resolve

And remember to only drink water from upstream unless you like the taste of dragon spit …” Tigu said cheerily as they walked around her home. Tie Delun and the other boys had been reintroduced to a rabbit and a snake as well, who had greeted them politely before returning to whatever tweaks they were doing to a forge.

Tie Delun listened with half an ear as Tigu gesticulated charmingly, clearly proud of her home. And what a home it was! The house was really nothing special compared to Delun’s ancient inherited stone manor, but the air here was of a different quality. Pure, clean, and invigourating.

It was a shame that Delun could not fully enjoy it, for his heart was unsettled.

Meeting Tigu’s other family members had certainly been an … experience.

→

“I see. Well, I shall allow it,” Lady Meiling decreed as Tigu returned from her task, a teapot in one hand and a great many snacks balanced on the other.

Delun let out a small breath at the approval—and especially when Lady Meiling sheathed her terrifying eyes, reining in her intent. The gentle touch of a needle poised to paralyze him for life lifted.

“Tea and snacks!” Tigu declared as she set down a tray laden with food and tea, which she quickly set about pouring for them. Delun took a sip to calm his nerves, as did Loud Boy. Rags—the bastard!—had escaped most of the questioning by bowing out of the race, as it was. He had called Tigu his sister, and that was more important than any romance.

That had scored him a pleased smile from Lady Meiling … and then increased the pressure of her intent on him and Loud Boy.

Lady Meiling’s questions had been perfectly gracious and cordial. Delun held no grudge for the bared threat; it was a mother’s duty to look after her family, and he had no doubt that Master Jin’s genial attitude could just as easily become the stern face of a mountain should they offer any disrespect. He just hadn’t expected a mother who made every bone in his body quake with the certain knowledge of what a wrong answer would lead to—if not his demise, then a great deal of pain.

His answers, along with Rags’s and Loud Boy’s, had thankfully been satisfactory, for they were neither tossed out on their rears nor slain for being toads lusting after the swan that was Tigu. Though he supposed a swan wasn’t a good metaphor. A beautiful tiger was probably better—Tigu’s ferocity and passion far eclipsed any mere swan.

With the interrogation apparently concluded and the atmosphere changing to something more cordial, Delun began to relax. Lady Meiling rose to attend to her baby, amusement dancing in her eyes, and as Loud Boy, Rags, and Tigu regaled each other with tales of their respective travels, he sampled the contents of the tray Tigu had brought.

Each and every item, one after another, was almost the most delicious thing Delun had ever eaten. They paled only in comparison to the cookies Tigu had made specifically for him and sent through the trading company to his Sect—he had almost wanted to save them, perhaps even mount in a frame, but in the end, the temptation to consume Tigu’s cooking had been too great.

“You all got my New Year’s presents, right? How did you like the cookies I sent? Did they last? Were they still good?” Tigu asked excitedly.

But his moment of weakness proved to be a boon, for he could smile and tell her the truth.

“They were delicious,” he said with a smile. “They eclipsed all others in flavour.”

Tigu blushed slightly at the compliment.

“Well, come on! Enough sitting around! Let’s go on the rest of the ‘grand tour,’ as Master likes to say!” Tigu exclaimed.

They were all sitting up and getting ready to go back outside when someone else entered the house.

At first, Delun assumed the scruffy old man was some old servant of Master Jin’s. He was clearly quite mad, muttering to himself about “stubborn dirt-ghosts.”

“You have to be patient, Gramps!” Tigu scolded as she got up and handed him a cup of tea. “Patience is key!”

“I would be more insulted if the annoying thing wasn’t right,” the old man grumbled, and then, taking notice of the three men, his eyes narrowed. “Oh? And who are these little sprouts?”

“Tigu’s friends, Grandfather,” Lady Meiling said, her infant on her hip. “The ones she told you about, who helped her at the Dueling Peaks. Zang Wei had his cultivation shattered, Dong Chou had his chest torn open and was nearly exsanguinated before Ri Zu managed to stabilise him, and Tie Delun risked both his Sect and himself defying the Shrouded Mountain Sect.”

Her voice was gentle as she relayed what they had done, and the old man’s clear suspicions turned to approval. Delun realised then that this obviously wasn’t a servant. Lady Meiling had even done them a favour and given them much face with her introduction.

But there was something about this man that put Delun on edge.

“Ah, it’s always good to have some friends by your side during the toughest battles!” the old man declared, patting Tigu’s head before squinting at Loud Boy. “Hmmm. I have not seen that method of repairing a dantian in a while—and so soon after it was punctured? Not bad, boy.”

“It wasn’t much, old man! I’m destined to rise up, you’ll see!” Loud Boy boasted brashly.

“Yeah, this loud mouth is pretty cool, when he’s not brooding!” Rags said with a chuckle.

“I don’t brood, damn it!” Loud Boy shot back, clearly offended.

“Haaa? You find every dark corner you can and sit there trying to look hard!” Rags exclaimed, before leaning in conspiratorially to the old man. “Sister Minmin hung a cloth over one of the light crystals, and sure enough, that’s exactly where he sat!”

“What? No, I didn’t!”

The old man laughed at their language and boasting. “Ha! You little sprouts certainly don’t lack enthusiasm!” he said, shaking his head. “Not a bad choice of companions.”

“Yeah! They’re the best!” Tigu agreed, and the old man’s smile softened.

“Well, with such vigourous extollations of your virtue, you must be fine young gentlemen!” He looked again at them. Delun found himself drawn into the old man’s eyes—and he felt his soul seize.

There was a blade there.

Beautiful, pristine, and undamaged despite its hundred thousand battles. It stood alone at the peak of a mountain.

A blade of will. Commitment. Of such potent Qi that a mote of it would burn Delun down to ashes and vaporise his soul.

A sword of shining, unconquered light.

The doom of all that saw it unsheathed.

Sweat erupted along his back.

“I trust you will treat my great-granddaughter with the respect she deserves?” the old man asked, almost kindly—as if this man could not obliterate Delun’s entire line with as much effort as he’d use to squish an insect.

If Lady Meiling was terrifying, there were no words that Delun could use to articulate the sheer menace this man oozed simply from existing.

Delun was inordinately proud of himself for being able to squeeze out a “Yes, sir!” and not sound like his voice was a few octaves higher.

Rags and Loud Boy didn’t seem to notice the intent at all.

“Of course!” Loud Boy thundered. “She’s our Sworn Sister!”

“Come every hell and every realm,” Rags agreed.

The old man’s eyes faded from twin burning pits of death back to just the eyes of an old man.

But Tie Delun would never be able to forget that gaze.

The old man smiled.

“Now go out and play, you little fools. Granddaughter, I require your delicate hands!”

Lady Meiling huffed and rolled her eyes, but their last sight of them was of Tigu’s mother massaging the man’s shoulder while he made stupid faces at the babe that had been transferred to his lap.

→

“And this is the barn! We muck it once a week, or more if it gets dirty, but our charges are normally out in the fields this time of year, so it stays pretty clean,” Tigu narrated as she patted the side of the bright-red building. It was a beautiful structure; the sides were carved with twisting vines and flowers, as well as clouds up higher. Each of the four corners had the character for “protection” inscribed upon them.

Her words startled Delun out of his reminiscing. He was being impolite, not listening to his host! He shook his head and refocused on her actions and smile.

She really was completely healed from what had happened at the Peaks.

“It’s pretty big for only housing five animals,” Rags mused.

“There shall be more! Fa Ram grows bit by bit every year!” Tigu riposted. “And that there is the duty roster! Pi Pa wants us to sign it when we finish our chores—it’s useless, though, because nobody doesn’t do them!”

Loud Boy walked up to read the duty roster. Almost immediately, his eyes bugged out.

“Miss Cai mucks the barn?” Loud Boy asked, incredulous.

“Of course the Blade of Grass does. Everybody does! Master does it the most!” Tigu said.

Rags and Loud Boy nodded, easily accepting Tigu’s words—while Delun still thought it was very strange. Still, who was he to say that to Master Jin? It obviously worked to increase one’s cultivation.

“Of course I do what?” a melodious voice asked.

“Miss Cai!” Rags and Loud Boy shouted, clasping their fists in greeting. Delun did the same a moment later, turning to face the woman. She was in simple working clothes, rather than her dress, with a basket full of mushrooms slung over her shoulder and an axe hanging at her hip.

She was also somehow even more beautiful than during the tournament—even her voice was sweeter. Delun banished the thoughts from his mind as fast as he had them, fixing his gaze instead upon the eyes of the Young Mistress of the Verdant Blade Sect.

“Hello again, Dong Chou, Zang Wei. I see that you’ve accomplished your goal—and I’m happy to see you as well, Tie Delun.”

Delun greeted the Young Mistress of the Verdant Blade Sect politely. The two other boys regaled her with the tale of Loud Boy’s accomplishment, and the woman ruffled his hair affectionately.

It was truly strange to see Cai Xiulan so open and … nice. She was acting without any coldness at all!

“And it’s thanks to your help too, yeah?” Rags said, and punched Cai Xiulan in the shoulder. A split second later, he seemed to realise just how overly friendly the gesture was … and then the woman punched him back good-naturedly.

Delun tried to center himself and find his root on what felt like shifting sands. For a moment, he felt as though he were going to fail, a flash of the sword burned into his memory threatening to fell him, but the moment passed.

He swallowed thickly and, seeking a distraction, looked again at the designs on the barn walls.

“I’m guessing you did these designs, Tigu?” he asked, and she nodded, beaming.

“I did most of them, but Master, Mistress, and the Blade of Grass did some too!” she said, sharing the accomplishment.

“They look great,” Delun said with a smile.

“I’ve improved this year again!” Tigu declared, before her eyes widened. “Oh! And I have yet to show you my pride and joy! Next winter, I need to add you to my collection!”

Tigu looked like she was about to drag them all off again—before a soft cough caught their attention.

Cai Xiulan looked slightly … strained.

“Just … remember our deal, Tigu.”

Tigu pouted. “Oh, fine! Be that way, Xiulan.”

“We’ll play La Cross later,” Xiulan said, and Tigu seemed to cheer up. “We have enough for full teams once Xianghua comes back.”

“Fine …” Tigu sighed, and both women sealed the deal by bumping fists together.

“What’s La Cross?” Rags asked, interested.

“Well,” Tigu began as they started marching back towards the house, “we take these sticks …”

→

At first, Cai Xiulan was originally going to come with them—but instead she was waylaid by Miss Biyu, who had arrived during the tour. So it was just the four of them as they ventured into the cold, dark tunnel underneath the ground.

It looked like a cellar, but a hundred times as massive. They walked past stored victuals and food left over from last year, and they eventually reached an offshoot of the main room, blocked off by a blanket.

“Wait outside for a sec, I gotta check some stuff,” Tigu told them as she sidled past the blanket, holding it in such a way so that they couldn’t see in.

Delun looked at the others, and in near-unison they shrugged.

Tigu was back out a moment later, a smile on her face and one hand on her hip. “Now! Behold!” she shouted, tearing back the curtain—and Delun’s tumultuous heart was stunned.

The room was full of ice sculptures. Light crystals shone through them, forming fractals of light and making them glitter like carved gemstones.

Animals of all shapes and sizes were what he saw first, followed by bouquets of crystalline flowers and frosted mushrooms.

Past that were people. Master Jin, shirtless, his fists in a martial stance, the sculpture radiating power and calm. Cai Xiulan, her eyes focused on the horizon, her beauty captured in breathtaking detail and her flowing dress a masterpiece. Lady Meiling, in profile with a soft smile on her face.

Delun’s crafter’s heart was awed. Rags and Loud Boy were struck dumb—for the final sculpture was one of all four of them, clearly copied from one of the Crystal Master’s recorded images.

Delun was smiling, his arm slung over Tigu’s shoulder. Rags and Loud Boy had stupid grins on their faces.

“I’m quite proud of my accomplishments this winter!” Tigu declared. “I’ve improved by leaps and bounds!”

“I do believe you have,” Delun said, and he meant it. The heart and soul she had poured into this work was evident, and her skill was undeniable. Delun would have to increase his own practice!

Tigu took them along the rows, telling them her thought process behind each piece and how she had improved herself to get the effect.

It was truly a wonderful time, listening to her passionate words—and then Rags opened his mouth.

“What’s under the blankets, though?” Rags asked. “The ones that didn’t turn out? I still think they would be pretty good!”

Tigu frowned. “No, those ones are the nude pieces. I promised the Blade of Grass not to show anybody hers.”

All three of them considered the explosive technique that had been hurled into their midst. Rags, for a brief moment, had a lecherous grin, before he seemed to visibly realise what the Young Mistress of the Verdant Blade Sect would do to him if he peeked.

All three of them turned askance to Tigu—and they beheld her completely and utterly pure eyes, without a hint of filth crossing her mind.

“You, uh, do a lot of nude sculptures?” Loud Boy ventured.

“Of course!” Tigu exclaimed. “The body is beautiful! It is power and perfection! It is the essence of the effort spent on improving oneself! It is utterly stunning—you three are utterly stunning!”

All three of them froze at her earnest declaration.

“Rags! Your life has scarred your body and given it a character unlike any other! It has faced sacrifice! It is rough around the edges, but that’s what gives it its charm!”

The man flushed completely crimson.

“Loud Boy! I can see how you refine yourself! Each month, progressing a little more! I would capture this, showing how a brave man builds himself!”

Loud Boy looked honestly touched by her words.

“Handsome Man! Your physique is completely and utterly beautiful, forged by your own hand into something splendid! Your proportions are perfection! The cut of your muscles sublime! Your freckles accentuate your cheekbones, producing a spectacular effect! I say no word of a lie! You are handsome beyond compare!”

Delun had expected to exult at her words. Instead, he felt only ashamed as he gazed upon her passion.

→

Her words resonated through his mind as they ascended back up to the surface, formed teams, and were given sticks to catch the ball with. He was called to serve with Tigu, her grin bright when she selected her friends to join her on the field of battle. They began their La Cross game. Delun had never really played too many “team” games before. His youth had been spent smithing and carving. He loved the light of the forges. But … well, it was called the Hermetic Iron Sect for a reason. Their techniques required a lot of time alone, sealed under the earth, contemplating steel and stone in order to see their secrets.

Perhaps he should have been more concerned that half the players were animals, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. This entire trip had been more shocking than he’d predicted. Spirit Beasts joining in their game was the least of it. But he couldn’t focus on them, on the absurdity around him.

Instead his eyes only found Tigu’s bright smile.

Could … could he truly match that? That passion, that drive, that utter dedication? She eclipsed him utterly right now. Her family eclipsed his utterly. Was he really just a toad lusting after a tiger? What right did he have to love a woman who would have certainly been better off with someone other than ugly Delun?

The game started; they slammed into each other, pushing and shoving, a scrum to take possession of the ball. The rush of adrenaline coursed through his system, as they traded possession back and forth—until Tigu managed to get their prize.

“Handsome Man! Go long!” she roared, winding up for a pass. The ball sailed through the air. His eyes tracked it as it sped past the small set of seats where the Young Master of the Misty Lake Sect, Miss Biyu, and the old man were watching. He shuddered when the old man’s gaze landed on him … and then he turned his eyes back to Tigu.

Determination. Passion. Faith.

Tie Delun moved.

He rammed past Gou Ren and shoulder-checked Liu Xianghua out of the way. He bulldozed over a rabbit that began hurling lurid curses at his charge.

The fear and unsteadiness drained out of his body. There was no room for those—they fled before her utterly earnest words. Her drive to improve, her care for them … and for him. He filled his mind instead with the power of those yellow eyes, burning with fire and life—the most beautiful things in the world.

The burning sword and deadly needle he cast from his mind. He would persevere! His body and soul were iron! If he lost his temper, he would reforge himself! He would carve out a man from his still-unworthy body, chisel and hammer it to perfection like the statues Tigu made. There was nothing perseverance could not overcome!

He reached out with his stick and caught the soaring ball.

He was Tie Delun of the Hermetic Iron Sect! And iron became steel only in the harshest fires!

His grin was fierce. His resolve set.

A dainty pink pig cross-checked him, slamming him into the ground so hard there was a collective gasp from the spectators.

Tie Delun lay there for a moment, twitching.

“… are you alright?” Cai Xiulan asked.

Tie Delun shoved himself up, fire burning in his eyes.

[image: A black and white manga-style illustration featuring multiple character faces layered throughout the composition, with abundant flowering branches creating a dreamy, romantic atmosphere. In the center, a young man and woman gaze at each other. In the background we see closeups of their faces. Above, the young woman smiles gleefully and closes her eyes. Below, the young man has a look of contentment.]


Chapter 26
The Dandelion’s Sprout


Fa Bi De, First Disciple of Fa Ram, stood upon one of the Great Pillars. He carefully preened a feather back into place, his foot resting upon his one La Cross stick. It was small and could be held in his beak—his Master never spared any effort to make sure all could participate.

Bi De smiled and looked back down at the field, where the players, the disciples of Fa Ram, and their honoured guests were basking in a light shower of rain, courtesy of Wa Shi. They were sweating and panting, but they all had large grins on their faces.

Even Master and the Healing Sage had joined the game, though they had curtailed their strength so things remained fair. Even still, Bi De’s feathers had been ruffled. The Healing Sage, having not been able to play such games in months, had eagerly thrown herself into the scrum—and gleefully hip-checked any who thought to accost her.

Their honoured guests had been hesitant to go against their hosts at first, but Bi De’s Great Master was eternally adept at goading others to test their limits against him.

Once upon a time, Bi De hadn’t particularly liked guests, especially after what had happened with Chow Ji. He had watched all who dared enter their domain with suspicion, waiting for their inevitable betrayal so he could strike them down immediately.

These days, those feelings seemed like a distant memory. Bi De liked guests. He liked seeing new members come to his home and see all that lay there.

He drank in the image of his family and friends sitting by the river. The warmth and camaraderie as they recounted their feats of strength and skill, or commiserated over defeats.

Then he turned his eyes to Shen Yu. He was watching on—or, based on how his eyes were slightly unfocused, the man was reminiscing.

Shen Yu. Bi De’s new teacher. The man he would be soon travelling with outside the province—and with whom he would journey to root out any threats to his beloved home.

A home that he might not see for a while.

He did not regret his deal with the man. How could he, when he could protect this? Protect this and also return to it. He had promised his Lord that he would come back alive, and come back alive he would.

He turned his eyes away and back to his Great Master as well as all who called this place home. The green fields and the blue skies.

He looked at his family and friends, then carved the image deep into his heart—so he would always remember what he fought for.

↔

I blew on the fire as the coals ignited, listening to the shouts of laughter and the low hum of conversation that surrounded me.

A powerful feeling of nostalgia hit me as I worked to make sure everything was ready for tonight’s meal.

Some of my favourite memories of the Before were those summer days when one person or another organised a party and invited everybody they knew.

There were fifty or more people at times, sprawled across the yard on lawn chairs. People brought along grills that littered the patio, ready for when the burgers and hot dogs had to be cooked en masse. Side tables groaned, loaded down with pies and cookies brought along by each household.

Those days would always hold a special spot in my heart: roving the untamed wilds of the back acres, playing manhunt, sitting around in an old barn, lazing on hay bales as we ate our always slightly overcooked burgers, and chilling in the pool. At least until an adult decided they wanted to cool off, in which case they were swarmed instantly by kids wanting to be thrown.

What was happening now reminded me of those days … only this time I was one of the parents relaxing out by the grill instead of one of the kids messing around.

If I was honest, these memories were better than those old ones from not so long ago. The past was the past, and this was my future.

I turned from my work to look at where the most noise was coming from.

The kung fu poles out back were the current place to be. Tigu and her friends, Xiulan, Gou and Yun, Peppa, Yin, and even Rizzo were playing the most demented game of king of the hill I had ever seen. Each person was trying to stay on the center pole, pushing and shoving while also remaining aware of the other … hazards.

There was a whistle, a crack, and then Gramps roared with laughter. Loud Boy dropped from his perch and landed with a splash, dazed. Having taken my old position as pitcher, the old man was chucking mudballs at speeds that would make MLB players green with envy, all while reclining on a Muskoka chair. To be honest, the throw would probably kill anybody who wasn’t a cultivator if it hit them.

“Remember to watch your back, boy!” Gramps chided, looking like he was enjoying braining people with mud just a little too much.

The old man, his grin still on his face, reached down from his seat and picked up three of the mud balls from his stockpile that Chunky had made for him. The boar and Bowu were beside him. Chunky went into the water and dredged up more mud whenever it looked like Gramps was running out of ammo, while Bowu fashioned it into projectiles.

In the blink of an eye the mudballs were airborne, their target unknown until the last possible moment. Gramps was absolutely enamoured with curveballs. He had seen me throw one, instantly understood how to do it—because of course he did—and now he could throw the damn things so well they seemed to have a mind of their own.

Yet even as the cultivators tried to dodge, six more mud balls were already flying, then twelve. And then the second and third hazards came into play. Gou Ren was slammed off the pole by an invisible shot, the little fox Nezan smirking. Peppa managed to pirouette around the ones aimed at her … until Big D, from his position on Gramps’s chair, flapped his wings and summoned forth a gale, blowing the airborne pig off course and sending her splashing into the water.

Chuckling, I turned back to the grill and checked on the coals, which were finally hot enough. I could have asked Yin for help, but she wasn’t just a portable stove.

Lets see. Burgers, sausages, the vegetarian stuff for Chunky, Yin, and Huo Ten …

I hummed to myself as I cooked, letting my mind wander. Huo Ten offered to help, and I nodded, the monkey slotting in at the workstation. Soon enough I was listening in to the rather loud, enthusiastic, and meandering conversation that Meimei, Xianghua, Biyu, and Hu Li were having in the living room.

Honestly, I’d expected Biyu to be a bit quieter, but the little lady was a chatterbox once she got comfortable.

“Hot pot is obviously superior!” “No, mushroom soup!” “Fish dumplings!”

“I never really have to go and do a full sharpen on my knives and chisels. I do a bit after every time I use them. Saves time in the long run, I think.”

“This Young Mistress shall impart her wisdom! Do not focus overly upon going for the killing blow when stabbing somebody. At your skill? Hit anything you can without exposing yourself!”

“Speaking of stabbings, the Ring Road is actually a lot safer now, ever since those Plum guys took over the alleys in the core. Pushed them all out into the Spiderlegs and the Fish Entrails near the harbours, though. Lots of people are getting mugged.”

“No, no, no, that is not how one robs a caravan! You position two of your men as a blocking force so the caravan can’t retreat! Then you accost the leader! Ahem! You there, you fine gentlemen! If you would be so kind as to hand over your valuables I would be much obliged! Worry not for I, your grandmother, am a merciful sort, so kowtow to me and complete my demands swiftly!”

The rest of the meal was cooked to the sounds of them acting out Xianghua sticking up a caravan.

At least until Meimei couldn’t hold herself back anymore and excused herself to give me a hand, entrusting our son to Hu Li.

I didn’t argue with her, even if I thought she should spend time with her friends. Instead, I just bumped my hip against hers as we finished up dinner.

And what a spread it was. Rags, Loud Boy, and Handsome Man looked utterly stunned by the piles of meat, rice, and grilled vegetables—all of them hesitated, even after I told them to serve themselves. My wife seized the moment, marched over to them, and piled the plates high.

“Remember, eat as much as you want,” Meiling said gently to Loud Boy and Rags. “I know a thing or two about going hungry—and you two especially need to eat more! I can tell you’ve eaten better these past months than you’re used to, but you still need more meat on your bones!”

Both Loud Boy and Rags surrendered to Meiling’s mom power—it was truly something that was unrivalled under the heavens.

↔

Tie Delun woke up on a couch, which wasn’t ideal for a Young Master of the Hermetic Iron Sect … but considering he, Tigu, Rags, and Loud Boy had all slept in Master Jin’s living room atop a mix of bedrolls and couches, that was irrelevant. He smiled softly as he remembered the night before. They had talked long into the night, keeping their voices as low as they could despite Rags, the bastard, making off-colour jokes to get them to laugh.

He felt … good. Invigourated. There was a fire burning in his breast. But whether it was just his resolve or the potent power of this place, he didn’t know.

The rooster, Bi De, crowed from outside the window, and the feeling intensified. He was almost jittery as he sat up, idly hearing Lady Meiling’s babe echo the powerful cock.

Tigu was up next, awake instantly and perky—while Loud Boy grumbled for a moment, rubbing his eyes.

Rags was up last, his hair puffed out as much as Miss Biyu’s, hiding his eyes behind a ball of fuzz.

“Good morning!” Tigu greeted them all, a bright smile on her face.

“Good morning, Tigu. What are we going to be doing today?” Delun asked.

The orange-haired girl thought for a moment. “Master is going to be meeting with Red Hair and Bobobo the merchants again, they invited him and Mistress to dinner, but everybody else is free … So! Let’s go sparring after breakfast!”

There was only one answer for her request; they were cultivators.

“Hell, yeah! I’ll show you how much I’ve grown!” Loud Boy shouted, his voice rattling the windows.

Tigu rose and got started on breakfast, as people started filing into the house and coming down the stairs. Cai Xiulan—or Xiulan as she said they could call her—greeted them all with a warm smile, then went to help Tigu, who was spluttering and cursing as the sound of slapping fins echoed from the river room.

“You bastard fish! What do you mean stingy? I gave you more than enough!”

Splashing water echoed, and Tigu yelped again before her objections faded into grumbling.

Delun stayed quiet, simply enjoying the morning. He stood and greeted Master Jin, as was proper, and the man returned the greeting.

Soon enough, the table was crowded, and they were served an absolutely delicious, hearty breakfast of the tastiest eggs Delun had ever eaten.

When they were done and the table cleared, Master Jin stood and stretched—which seemed to be a signal, because everybody else stood as well and started filing out of the house to the front yard.

“What’s going on?” Rags asked.

“Morning forms! Come on!” Tigu replied.

Delun got to witness Master Jin and Lady Meiling’s forms—indeed, every human and every Spirit Beast worked together in the morning ritual, going at their own pace. It was a calm, almost meditative experience as they refined themselves.

When they were done, Tigu looked upon them and grinned.

“It’s time!” she shouted, then took off in a sprint. They needed no encouragement to follow.

They went into a back field, ready to learn.

Delun had improved greatly since the tournament, using the reagents of the Shrouded Mountain Sect and managing to reach the Fourth Stage of the Initiate’s Realm. It had been a grand accomplishment, and one lauded by his father and mother.

The others hadn’t been slacking either.

Loud Boy had completely rebuilt his cultivation up to the Second Stage of the Initiate’s Realm; Rags had ascended to the Third Stage of the Initiate’s Realm.

And Tigu? Tigu was nearly at the Second Stage of the Profound Realm. She could crush all of them with ease and suppress them, yet he was sure the thought never crossed her mind. To Delun’s pride, she affixed the bracers he had given her at the Dueling Peaks to her arms. They were covered in slight nicks and scratches, but the design he had carved into them had been lovingly repaired—Tigu had obviously used them for their intended purpose.

“Handsome Man, your gift has served me well!” she proclaimed.

And then they began. Delun’s hammer met Loud Boy’s Dragon Tail and managed to overcome it. The short kid was tenacious, though, and kept fighting.

Delun briefly had the urge to kick Rags and Loud Boy around for the grief the two asses had given him, but he cast the thought aside without hesitation. Tigu had set the tone for their spars, and he would not shame himself or his Sect by daring to sully the purity of what they were doing.

Several minutes into the bout, however, they were interrupted.

“Your foot should be slightly farther back, Rags! You court death with your current stance!” Liu Xianghua shouted in her booming voice.

Delun started at the two young ladies, stunned at their sudden presence and new appearances. Liu Xianghua had changed her style—he had seen her wearing rougher working clothes earlier, but now she was in a dress that was quite a bit different than the one she had worn previously. It was still mostly composed of blues and retained the symbol of her Sect, but the geometric tribal designs that were scrawled across it were certainly a bold statement, as was the fur trim. Her Steam Furnace was polished and gleaming and looked a hundred times more refined than it had at the tournament.

But what stunned Delun the most was her power, previously suppressed but now blazing. Delun had had his suspicions last night, but this confirmed it.

Profound Realm. Xianghua was past the edge of the Initiate’s Realm and into the Profound in mere months.

“No, I think his leg is supposed to be there,” Cai Xiulan replied softly as she stood next to her fellow Young Mistress. “What is the next move, Dong Chou?”

Her voice was warm and friendly, but none here could deny her might.

Cai Xiulan had ascended to the Second Stage of the Profound Realm, after her own cultivation had been burned back to the Third Stage of the Initiate’s Realm.

It was absurd growth. Like bamboo, instead of grass! These women were monsters—or Master Jin’s teachings were just that effective.

Rags went though his form—and Xianghua clicked her tongue while Xiulan just looked mildly smug.

“An unorthodox technique!” the Young Mistress of the Misty Lake Sect muttered. “But I can see its use!”

“May we join you?” Cai Xiulan asked, clasping her fists in the sign of respect.

“Of course!” Tigu shouted with a grin.

To Delun’s surprise, Cai Xiulan stepped up to him and bowed, clasping her hands in respect.

“Would you do me the honour of trading pointers with me?” she asked.

Delun hurriedly clasped his hands together as well.

“Please, Senior Sister.”

Six months ago, if somebody had said he would become friendly with Cai Xiulan, Delun would have called them a fool.

But apparently, strange things happened all the time here.


Chapter 27
The Dandelion’s Roots


If one asked Delun how he thought he would be spending his time, he could have answered perhaps conversing with Tigu or cultivating. Well, he had done plenty of the former already … but out of everything on this strange farm … he hadn’t expected this.

“Why did I keep the freckles?” Master Jin asked from where he was sitting beside Delun on the bank of the river, fishing poles dipped into the water.

The Hidden Master had asked him to go fishing that morning. At first, Delun had been as tense as a wooden post, wondering if this was going to be some kind of test. But no, they had just … gone fishing. And they were talking. About random things! Master Jin was very good at simply making disarming conversation, and Delun felt his muscles begin to untense.

He had ended up rambling about his early life when Master Jin asked him how he had grown up. He spoke of his training, of his smithing, and of his mother and father’s expectations. He spoke of the great iron fields that were his home: the rusting iron spires that poked from the ground like karsts, the giant boulders of tin and copper, and the riverbeds full of silver. His home was beautiful and full of wealth, but harsh. Little could grow when the ground was so rich with metal. It may as well have been solid bedrock, and he knew that in some places the water was completely undrinkable, poisoned by lead deposits.

Somehow, the two of them had transitioned to talking about Delun himself and his own problems in life, which had led to him asking the Hidden Master a question.

They both had freckles. In fact, they did look quite similar. Both had brown hair and both had large frames. Delun was curious at why the powerful cultivator had kept his freckles—and why his wife had done the same.

“I didn’t really choose to keep them, if I’m being honest, but even if I had thought about it, I would have kept them. I like them.”

“Even though people say they’re blemishes?” Delun asked.

Master Jin glanced at him from the corner of his eye, evaluating the question, before the man sighed. “You’ve gotten a lot of shit for the way you look, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” Delun admitted.

“I’ll give you the response you’ve heard before: that they don’t matter and they can be ignored. That’s true, of course. People like that are dicks and their words have no value.” Delun snorted at the crassness of the statement. But Jin was right. He had heard that before, from his own father, and that was the extent of the advice. That, and if the insult was too much, he was supposed to break them with his hammer. The problem with that, though, was that only those he couldn’t beat said it to his face. The others whispered it from the shadows, so Delun had no target for his fury.

But unlike his father, Master Jin continued, “I won’t say their words don’t hurt, and that they’ll never wear on your mind—especially when they do it in a way where you can’t actually properly retaliate.” Delun nodded at the observation. “Then the thing to remember is that not everybody thinks that. Tigu thinks you’re handsome. Is she right, or is she a liar?”

Delun flushed at the ease with which the man brought the statement up. Not even mockingly, but he was serious.

“She’s not a liar,” Delun muttered after a moment. Tigu truly did believe that he was handsome, freckles and all.

“I find remembering that does help—even if it doesn’t work all the time. Other than that? Healthy outlets. Like forging, or carving. And while I think it should be a last resort, sometimes people earn that fist to the nose.”

Delun chuckled at the Hidden Master’s wisdom. It was blunt and to the point, just like him. They sat in silence for a moment, under the sun, the sounds of animals filling the air. He felt just a bit of the tight knot that was always present in his stomach fade. His fishing pole twitched in the water. Eyes widening, he pulled—not too hard this time, because the last time he hadn’t been paying attention and had ripped the fish in half.

This time, he pulled out the river fish and caught the flopping beast out of the air.

“Good catch!” Master Jin exclaimed, and clapped Delun on the shoulder. Delun grinned at the praise.

They spent some more time fishing, the topic this time remaining light, and they added five more fish to the bucket. Throughout that time, their conversation shifted. They spoke about the strange contraptions the Young Master of the Misty Lake Sect was making.

Bowu was interesting.

Delun hadn’t even known Xianghua had a brother. The man from the Misty Lake Sect was good at his craft. He would see if Bowu was interested in trading pointers, though he knew most smiths jealously guarded their secrets.

“That should be enough for soup,” the Hidden Master decided, looking at their catch. “Let’s go bring these back in.”

Delun felt disappointed, if he was honest. Fishing was a good time. He would have to see if Master Jin felt like going fishing again before Delun left for back home. He hadn’t spent time with anyone like this except his father, on his good days.

They walked back together to Master Jin’s house, through the grass cropped short by cows and sheep. He could hear Xiulan’s voice drifting on the wind as the woman sang an old ballad. She would start and stop again, pitching her voice in different ways or clearing her throat, clearly practicing.

They passed Loud Boy and Wa Shi—the former staring at the slate before him and looking incredibly vexed. Earlier that day, Loud Boy had tried to use his own Draconic Qi to open a dialogue with the dragon, only for Wa Shi to be completely and utterly disinterested in the boy, waving him off so he could continue reading some scroll.

Then Tigu had whispered something to him and Loud Boy had returned with a platter of sweets. Like an Emperor granted his due, the dragon had magnanimously accepted the request to trade pointers with Loud Boy.

The pointers were … not what Loud Boy had expected. He had imagined glorious battle, testing his might against a dragon. His task, instead, had been to learn mathematics. Delun had no idea what math of all things had to do with cultivation, but it was pretty funny to see Loud Boy scratching his head while he tried to comprehend what the dragon called ‘the Sublime Formation of Flow.’

After delivering the fish to Miss Pi Pa, Delun didn’t have anything to do at the moment. Tigu had said that she had lessons today; Master Jin had told her he could postpone them, but Tigu had refused. She was currently outside, sitting with Chun Ke, sets of courtly characters before them.

“What’s this one?” Tigu asked the boar. He studied the character closely, his eyes focused. It took nearly a minute before the boar had his answer.

‘Scholar,’ he said, slight hesitation in his voice.

Tigu beamed. “Yes! It looks very much like the character for ‘soil,’ but it is ‘scholar’!”

The boar oinked happily.

Delun left them to it, deciding to get some more training on the poles outside the house. On his way to them, he passed by Rags—the mad bastard was sitting and drinking with the terrifying old man, regaling the amused-looking monster with a tale of how he had ended up as the leader of his gang and their escapades.

Life here was nothing like he’d expected. Tie Delun wondered as the days passed what he would do when he had to leave. Or really, if he was honest, whether he truly wanted to.

→

Delun woke up each day refreshed. He joined in on the morning forms. He traded pointers with his peers, animal and human alike. They explored what seemed to be every nook and cranny that Tigu had found on her Master’s property, from the couple of caves in the side of various hills, to where a spring bubbled up from the ground.

He played games of go with a snake and a monkey. He forged a seed drill with Bowu. He posed for images with Yun Ren. He once even held the Young Master when Tigu passed off her little brother to him so she could attend to Lady Meiling. Delun had been scared stiff.

The people here were so strange. He’d been forced to rethink much of his—in hindsight surface-level—impressions.

People he thought he had the measure of turned out to be different. So different. Liu Xianghua was still as loud as ever—but her voice, once grating to his ears and full of condescension and insults, seemed more like she was just teasing.

And the other woman?

“There was once a farmer and his maid fair. Of violet eyes and green hair!—”

He learned that night that Xiulan did not only practice the classics.

“Her fields were nestled in a verdant course, and overgrown with weeds!

Yet the farmer’s mighty tool could satisfy any demanding needs!

Back and forth across the land he went, toiling all the day!

His technique and skill could only astound; the maid shouted out her praise!

So impressed by his power, the maiden let the farmer take the lead—

Deep within her sacred lands he sowed his special seed!”

Master Jin had his face in his hands, while Lady Meiling stared, absolute joy and pride on her features as the elegant Young Mistress of the Verdant Blade Sect sang her way through the bars of a spectacularly vulgar song.

Delun wasn’t the only one howling with laughter by the end.

Delun hadn’t known what to anticipate from the trip when he came here, seeking to repay Tigu for her kind gift to him. He’d perhaps expected to spend some time with her before her duties took her away, and he would have been fine with that. He hadn’t expected to be clapping Cai Xiulan on the back while she smiled ear to ear with a self-satisfied grin on her face.

“So, what do you want to do tomorrow?” Tigu asked as the night grew late.

Delun didn’t know, but there then came a cough from Bi De.

“I shall be travelling to the Eighth Correct Place in order to meet with my student. Should any wish to join me, you are welcome to.”

Tigu’s eyes lit up.

And that was how Delun found himself running along the road again. They surely made a strange sight as they blitzed down the path, a formation of men and beasts accompanied by a large cart that Miss Biyu, Bowu, and several other mortals from Hong Yaowu rode in. They got to a quaint little village at midday, and met a strange boy who was wearing a rooster mask.

Loud Boy and “the Torrent Rider” instantly began squabbling over their names, which sounded extremely similar.

It was … fun. They spent the day riding surging water down the Gutter, and egging on Loud Boy and the Torrent Rider as they sought to outdo one another.

Delun decided he really needed to get one of those cute fluffy dogs. Both Tigu and Miss Biyu had made extremely high-pitched noises at the sight of the little creature, burying their faces in its fur.

↔

“Here. Still hot,” Xiulan said as she handed a skewer of mutton and vegetables to the Young Master of the Hermetic Iron Sect.

“Thank you,” Delun said as he took the skewer. She sat beside him, Delun making room for her. He kept his gaze carefully above her neck as was proper, avoiding looking at both the gold-filled fracture in her chest as well as what else lay there.

Instead, he turned his attention back to the ongoing game of volleyball, where Meiling and Tigu were doing battle.

He watched for a moment before forcefully turning his eyes away so as to not stare unduly at Tigu’s fully exposed abs and tanned skin glistening with water.

The young man’s restraint in his earnest pursuit was quite charming. He had taken Jin’s words to heart, and while his interest was rather obvious, he had not once pressured the girl. Instead, he was content to simply spend time with her and work on their passion of carving together.

Delun … she had never thought much of the younger man before. Often Xiulan had heard whispers of his fierce temper and the mocking insults about his appearance. They called him an oaf, clumsy, and ugly, with vulgar muscles and a face full of blemishes.

Xiulan had seen him several times before and she was guilty of thinking at least some of those words were true. He had always looked so angry, his eyes sharp and narrow. He didn’t walk, he stomped, threatening to trample over any who got in his way. His voice was a snarl or a shout, aggressive and rude.

Tigu had shattered that man with a single compliment. It almost seemed silly from the outside, that a single person calling him handsome had ripped open a gaping hole in the face he showed to the world.

But Xiulan knew a thing or two about getting hassled over one’s appearance. She had experienced the constant insults, the belittling, the pressure. She had dealt with lustful eyes from the age of twelve, when her body had begun to bloom.

The cold, prim, and proper Young Mistress of the Verdant Blade Sect had been the consequence. A foolish girl, so desperate and insecure, putting up a front of competence and confidence. Xianghua had been more honest than Xiulan had been, and most of her personality was a self-admitted act.

It was armour against a cruel world. Had been, anyway.

That was how things were, but not how she wished them to be.

“It’s nice here,” she heard Delun say quietly as he looked out at the world with soft eyes.

“It is,” Xiulan agreed, knowing very well the sentiment.

It took so little for a person to change so drastically. Like she had changed, tense, angry Delun had been replaced with a calm, kind, relaxed man.

Just one small change, and the world would change with it.

Maybe she was a fool, for wishing for something else. Maybe the world was cruel and hurtful for a reason.

But she would never forgive herself if she didn’t at least try to change things. Try to make a world where politics didn’t allow men like Sun Ken to run rampant.

It was possible. She had seen it right here. She had seen it when they had celebrated together at the tournament, when they had repaired everything that had been broken.

She had seen it as Rags, Loud Boy, and Delun’s rivalry had turned from acid to amusement with each other.

There is a way forwards.

Somebody just had to walk it. Maybe she would stumble and fall, but she would start that journey.

Her path would be something in between the fans of her ancestors and the Blades of the present.

Accept and honour the past; nurture and protect the future.

And what better step to start on but this?

She eyed Rags and Loud Boy as they came over, their own game having ended in a tie.

“Tie Delun. I have something to talk to you about, when we get back to Fa Ram,” she said.

Xiulan lifted her head to look at Xianghua, who had been cooking over another fire, and then she shifted to Tigu.

Her friends nodded.

And so it would begin.

↔

Delun was still in a good mood as he sat across from Xiulan. He felt … strange. Like he didn’t have a care in the world at the moment. His shoulders weren’t tense, and his breathing was easy.

He was interested in why it was just the two of them, however. They were seated on cushions across from each other, and Xiulan was brewing them tea—it was the picture of traditional negotiations between Young Masters and Young Mistresses.

But the words that had come out of Cai Xiulan’s mouth had been anything but traditional.

Unite the Sects of the Azure Hills.

At the Dueling Peaks, she had spoken to Delun and others, insinuating that she wanted a closer relationship between herself and the other Sects. Everybody who she spoke to had agreed then. It was the only intelligent play, to have a better relationship with Cai Xiulan. But most, Delun assumed, thought that she had meant closer cooperation between herself and them alone.

Not closer cooperation between everybody.

The words spilled from Delun once she’d finished her request.

“You’re mad, Cai, if you think this will work.” His words were blunt, but he needed to be honest. “Your words are as pretty as your voice, but … no Elder would accept such a thing!”

Xiulan’s sapphire eyes bored into his. Under the light of the moon, her skin seemed to have an ethereal glow. “That is what you believe will happen. But is that truly what you want, Tie Delun?”

Delun paused. A part of him rebelled at Xiulan’s words. Make peace? Make peace with people who had insulted him all his life? Who had belittled every one of his accomplishments? He wanted to hammer them all into the dirt! He wanted to beat them, and break them!

But another part of him … remembered the Dueling Peaks. Those same bastards who had called him stupid and ugly had stood shoulder to shoulder with him, fighting and bleeding against the Shrouded Mountain Sect. The Young Master of the Azure Horizon Sect could have looked the other way and allowed a blade to enter Delun’s back, but instead he had thrown himself in front of the strike, getting electrocuted for his efforts. The Grand Ravine Sect, who had always been contemptuous of the other Sects, had hurled themselves into battle without hesitation, for a girl they barely knew.

It had been beautiful. A miracle.

He wanted so much to see and feel it again, the camaraderie at their party, the laughter and the joy as the cold formality and inherited grudges they had borne were nowhere to be seen. He’d found it here again under the watchful eye of Master Jin. Delun would not lie to himself about that.

It just … wasn’t enough.

“It’s not really about what we want. It’s what is realistic. There is too much bad blood. Too many grudges. The Sects of the Azure Hills may band together for a time, but in the end we always fall back into our rivalries. It never ends … this is the way of the world,” Delun murmured.

“Is that all we can do? Just accept and inherit the grudges of our forebears? Are we doomed to repeat this endless cycle we find ourselves trapped in?” Xiulan asked.

The thought of even bringing this up to his mother and father made his guts clench. A couple of relationships with neutral parties was one thing. To go to one of their enemies and ask to cooperate? He grimaced. “You would be challenging the entire hills, Xiulan,” he said. “No, that is an understatement. You would be challenging the way of the world. The strong rise, the Sects war. That is how it has always been.”

“Yes. It will be difficult. But Delun, we are cultivators. We challenge the heavens. Are we to leave a task simply because we think it to be difficult? Are we to abandon our ideals just because it might bring us pain?” Xiulan’s mask had slipped. Shifting from the calm, serene Young Mistress, she changed. She blazed. Her soul sang and he felt it in his bones. The words hammered into his chest, as he stared into those eyes, burning with conviction. Her Qi was resolute and unwavering.

“No,” he admitted.

She rose from her seat and moved to the window. There, she raised her hand and pointed out to the sleeping Fa Ram.

“Look where you are. Look at what has happened here. What it could be like. I’ve seen the change that a different circumstance brings out in you, and I know you’ve seen the changes in me. Fa Ram … Jin’s home … it’s something beautiful, isn’t it?”

He closed his eyes and breathed in, letting the sweet air of this place into his lungs. He could almost hear Tigu’s laughter.

“It is.”

“Is it wrong to try and change the world? Instead of conquering it, instead of ripping everything we can from those around us … is it wrong to try and make it better?”

“It isn’t,” he admitted, and opened his eyes.

“Tie Delun, Young Master of the Hermetic Iron Sect. I need your help.” Xiulan bowed to him, her head low. “Will you aid me in my path? I cannot succeed in this journey alone.”

Delun took another deep breath and let it out slowly. His father wouldn’t approve. He was likely going to be defying his family and his Sect. He might be dead by the spring.

But … it was not wrong.

She was right.

Tie Delun had been called many things, but he would never be called a coward.

He stood and faced her, then lowered his head.

“It is not wrong to want something better. It is not wrong to be better, Xiulan. You will have my aid.”

He raised his head to Xiulan beaming at him. Delun scratched his cheek in embarrassment—and then the door was nearly torn open by Tigu striding in, a giant smile on her face, and Rags and Loud Boy and Xianghua ambled in behind.

Tigu looked at Xiulan’s smile, and then her eyes snapped to Delun.

“Our fellowship grows!” she crowed, swooping down and hugging Delun, rubbing her cheek against his. Delun flushed. “The Blade of Grass is very bad at talking to people and making friends, so I was worried when she said she had to be the one to convince you!”

Xianghua started chuckling, while Xiulan’s soft smile turned absolutely offended.

He realised that Xiulan had done him a kindness. If she had asked Tigu to ask him … he would have accepted without hesitation, without truly understanding the depth of what he was agreeing to.

“You’re both joining in on this?” he asked Rags and Loud Boy. Both of them shrugged.

“This is gonna be legendary, ain’t it?” Rags mused. “We’re gonna make history, and this Rags’s name is gonna be all over it! Count me in!”

“It’s gonna be legendary, all right—either we succeed, or people talk about how monumentally fucking stupid we all were,” Loud Boy snarked, but there was a spark in his eye.

“Each and every person here is a monumental fool,” Xianghua stated, flipping her hair with her hand. “How exciting!”

Delun chuckled and sighed, before managing to focus again on Xiulan.

“So … what exactly are the details of your plan? We can’t just bring everybody here and have them see Master Jin’s home, can we?” he asked. “However, words alone will not convince people of your merits.”

“Well, then, it is a good thing I do not have just words,” Xiulan said with a smile.

She reached into her sleeve and pulled out a memory crystal.

“What is in that?” Delun asked.

“Memories. Memories of a man who visited the Marble Moonlight Sculptors—whose descendants would later be known as the Hermetic Iron Sect.”

Delun froze at her words, his eyes going wide.

He stared blankly at the crystal. “Not just words at all,” Delun managed to choke out.


Chapter 28
The Dandelion’s Flower


Delun had needed to be alone after the secrets of his ancestors had been revealed to him, and Xiulan couldn’t blame him. It truly was an earth-shaking revelation, to learn that they had once been masons—masons who had assisted in building nearly every city and every Sect compound in the Azure Hills.

In the end, their group had all retired.

Tigu had gone to ask for Jin’s blessing. Xianghua had gone to once more practice her newest techniques. The boys had followed Delun’s lead and decided to spend some time thinking.

Xiulan herself was satisfied with the night. She went to sit under a tree, and there she meditated until she fell asleep.

⬜

In her dreams, Xiulan danced. Her head was filled with the pounding of drums and the twanging of guzheng. She could see the ghost of an impossibly graceful woman, moving with such skill and grace that it took her breath away. That woman was the absolute perfection that every performer would aspire towards.

Xiulan could not copy her dance. She was different from the woman. Too different. She did not live only for the song and the performance; in her heart she wasn’t only a dancer but a warrior. While she could not copy the Dance of Verdant Fans exactly, she could take from it. She could fuse it with the dance of war that she had learned from her father, the dance of protection. Each night, she felt she got closer to reconciling the two.

Tonight, however, after her talk with Delun, something within her soul slid into place. She had truly taken the first step upon her chosen path. Tonight, when she stepped to the beat and tried to reconcile the two parts of herself, they truly began to fuse. Peace and protection.

The two parts harmonised, and the first steps of the Dance of Silk and Steel finally formed, perfect and true.

Xiulan let out a breath as her foot planted itself in the final move. The drums ceased their thunder, and the world fell into silence.

The sound of a single person clapping broke the silence, causing Xiulan to nearly jump. She turned to face her spectator and their applause.

Tianlan smirked at her, and the applause became mocking. Xiulan took an exaggerated bow, and both smiled at each other.

The Earth Spirit looked a lot better these days. The cracks in her form were smaller, and her dress was no longer ragged. But she still held the form of a little girl, one with impossibly ancient eyes.

Tianlan stopped clapping, and the silence stretched for a moment.

“So. This is your path?” Tianlan asked.

“Yes. It is.”

The Earth Spirit looked at her, and after a second she sighed. “Why are the ones I like the most so prone to doing foolish things?”

“As Jin says: That sounds like a you problem.”

Tianlan barked out a laugh, sitting down on a rock. “Look at this cheek! And you used to be so respectful!” She smiled, shaking her head, and after a moment the amusement faded again. “You kept the parts about me out of the memory crystals.”

Xiulan had. What they were filled with was the allusion that they had all once been united … and the techniques of their Sect.

“Do you wish me to add them back in?” Xiulan asked Tianlan, who considered the question.

“No. I don’t think I want to be known. I’m not their saviour or their ruler. I failed them once already, and now they have to live with this.” Tianlan’s voice was quiet as she looked at the grass. “And … I don’t think I can handle caring about so many people again …”

Xiulan nodded. “Then do not worry. I think you deserve a bit of rest.”

The Earth Spirit flushed and looked away. “I don’t know how much it means to you,” she said softly, “but if Ruolan could see you … I think she would be very proud.”

Xiulan smiled at the compliment. “And what about you? What do you think of me, Tianlan?”

“I think you’re a weed. No, a mushroom,” the Earth Spirit grumped, still looking away. “You’ve grown on me.”

Xiulan chuckled at her words, walking over and kneeling before the Earth Spirit.

“Thank you. For all your help, Tianlan.”

Tianlan’s eyes softened. She cupped either side of Xiulan’s face, gently pressing their foreheads together.

“Some people are just going to take what you give them and turn their backs,” the Earth Spirit whispered.

“I know.”

“Some of them will try to stop you from giving these to anybody else.”

“I know.”

“Some of them will pretend to be your friends, then betray you!”

“I know.”

“And you’re going to do it anyway?”

“Yes” was Xiulan’s serene answer.

“How foolish,” she whispered. “You really are their descendant, you know? They were both dumbasses.”

“Stupidity and brilliance are only a matter of whether or not I succeed.”

“Don’t get cocky, fool!” The Earth Spirit leaned back, and then brought her head forwards again in gentle chastisement. Xiulan winced—Tianlan’s skull was as hard as a rock. “Don’t die, okay?”

“I have no intention to.”

Tianlan nodded and pulled back. She sniffed and looked away, her eyes clearly not watering.

“Could you show me again? The new version?”

Xiulan nodded, then stood. In the dream world, her blades came to her. The Jade Grass Blades, the Treasures of her Sect. More swords, like growing grass, rose behind her.

The blade in her left hand, originally forged to be an opera prop, split down the middle. Opening, it revealed a fan made of white jade and decorated with golden cracks.

A sword and a fan. The fusion of the past and the future.

[Verdant Azure Arts, First Form: The Harmony of Silk and Steel]

↔

Shen Yu sighed with contentment as the silver wire touching him corroded and then burned to ashes as it sucked out some of the Demonic Qi in his body.

Well, wire was a bit of a misnomer; the thing was as thick as Shen Yu’s thumb and filled with Lunar Qi. Bi De’s face was a mask of concentration as he channeled his energy into the wire. Jin sat beside the bucket of high-class medicine that was rapidly turning into black sludge. He grimaced at the sight, and his hands glowed gold, his Qi suppressing the demonic power and rendering it inert.

It was the best treatment yet, and Shen Yu would have paid any doctor who had done this for him enough resources to make them the power of any land they resided in.

Mei’er, on the other hand, frowned heavily, her fingers on Shen Yu’s pulse. Her eyes narrowed and her intent spiked before she clamped down on her emotions.

“Thank you for your assistance, husband, Bi De,” she bit out, glaring at the sludge that was once pure water as she withdrew her Qi from his body. She was exceedingly careful not to cause any disturbance, now that she knew the magnitude of the problem that she had been presented with.

The demonic taint was suppressed by Shen Yu, coated in his Qi, and being corroded. It muddled the sheer magnitude of what was within him.

A mortal would have ceased to exist, burned away into nothingness in an instant. A cultivator in the Earth Realm would have died screaming, turning into blackened sludge just like the water in the bucket.

He, however, was Shen Yu. The Demonic Qi had reduced what he was capable of drastically, a good portion of his power spent keeping the taint in check and isolated from doing any true damage. It would be crushed in time, of course, but Mei’er had reduced the Demonic Qi enough that he could now use his full strength in minor bursts, rather than his utmost exertions remaining an entire realm below what he should have been capable of.

It was by all accounts a miraculous recovery.

Jin took the bucket away to purify it while Mei’er started writing down the new effects of the formation.

This latest refinement had been to take the pure silver from the mines of the Eighth Correct Place, which Shen Yu had refined further using his own pill furnace, and infuse it with Bi De’s Lunar Qi.

“Better than last time, but I don’t know where to go from here,” she muttered to herself, chewing on her lip. She took the fact that Shen Yu still had Demonic Qi in his system as a personal affront, even though, realistically speaking, her having removed any was an accomplishment worthy of praise.

It was quite endearing, the way she harnessed her wrath to spur herself forwards. She was still rough around the edges, still green—but she had both drive and talent in spades. If she were not Jin’s wife, he would have taken her to Minyan to nurture her talents among the fairies of Soaring Heaven’s Isle.

“You’ve done enough, Mei’er.” Her nose wrinkled at the affectionate suffix, like a cat debating whether she wanted to claw at his leg. It was such fun teasing her! He wondered what manner of attack she would try this time. The itching powder last time had actually worked for a whole second! He had been utterly impressed with what she had done—but his praise of her improvement had only made her angrier. “You have done far more than I expected you to, and you have my thanks.”

The woman huffed and then sighed. “So, this is the last one before you go?”

“It is. I need to confirm some things. I promised Jin, and my apprentice needs to see the world!” He patted the rooster, who had clambered up onto the couch. The cock looked drained from how much Qi he had infused the silver with, his normally proud, erect neck drooping.

Really, the student was contributing to the Master! How shameless of Shen Yu to be borrowing the strength of one so lesser, but here he was—and he would pay it back a hundredfold, as was his custom. He would need to visit one of his stashes, too, to get a certain storage ring out. Mei’er had to receive her reward as well.

“Indeed,” the rooster said. “We shall find out if there truly are demons in the north, and then figure out what to do from there.”

Meiling nodded seriously. “If there is an infestation, I expect it to be exterminated,” she commanded, her voice sharp.

‘Don’t worry, Master. I’ll test to see which poisons are most effective,’ a tiny voice squeaked as the rat, Ri Zu, walked in with her arms full of vials.

Shen Yu chuckled as he watched the little creature pack, Bi De also looking on with fondness.

She was … an interesting creature.

“If you come, you will not be my student,” Shen Yu had said frankly to the little beast several days prior. He had been surprised when the rooster brought him the rat, and even more so at her own request to join them when they left.

The rat had nodded. ‘Ri Zu did not expect to learn from Grandfather; she promised Bi De that the next time he went on an adventure, she would join him. Ri Zu will keep that promise.’

The little rat had looked Shen Yu in the eye, and once again Shen Yu had wondered if it was simple kindness that inspired such loyalty, or if it was something else.

‘Ri Zu will not be left behind.’

It had been a whim to allow her presence. Shen Yu normally, when he was injured, just used high-grade medicines. Having an actual doctor to tend to his new student while they trained would improve things, especially with how intimately Ri Zu seemed to know Bi De’s body. She was able to diagnose a tremor in the rooster’s meridians instantly and correctly realign them in moments.

Mei’er smiled at the rat’s statement. “Good. Remember, if a live subject may be taken …”

‘Of course, Master. Ri Zu will try her best!’ Both of them started chuckling at the thought, the laughter taking on a dark, vindictive edge.

Shen Yu smiled at his granddaughter-in-law. A woman who would butcher your enemies and smile while doing it!

Jin truly had the luck of the heavens.


Chapter 29
Born of the Heavens; 
Child of the Earth


Yin sat on the top of the house, her body soaking in the rays of the sun.

She took a deep breath, then let it out, calming the restlessness that was inside her as the preparations for departure went on all around her.

She breathed in, then out.

Why did she have to be so damn nervous about this? It was just a bit of lightning, and then she would be human! Wa Shi had struck her over a thousand times by her own request! She could handle it. She knew she could.

But the thing that made her hesitate was her own doubts. She would endure the tribulation, that wasn’t the problem … it was whether going through that tribulation would fix anything. Would being human help her find her passion? It was the beginning of a reinvention of herself—but she still had no clue what she should do after.

Yin sighed and opened her eyes. Maybe … maybe she should take Tigu’s advice and talk to people about it?

Yin noticed that Master Jin was sitting on his porch with his feet in the river, idly strumming his ban jo. She licked her lips and descended from the roof, landing beside the big human. He always felt nice, warm, and safe. Master Jin turned to her as she settled in beside him.

“Hey, Yin. What’s up?” he asked, noticing her strange mood.

Yin was never really good at beating around the bush, so she just … told him.

‘I’m unhappy with myself,’ Yin stated.

By all accounts, she should be entirely content. She led a charmed life now. She never went hungry, she had friends, and she got to do whatever she wanted.

But … she had no purpose. No demon to hunt down for justice, no foes to defend against, no orders to follow. It seemed … meaningless, compared to her existence before. Oh, she enjoyed what she was doing a lot of the time. She loved the flowers in the glass house and helping her Shifu, but the drive was gone. And even at her happiest, there was still a hollow feeling in her chest.

Master Jin set his ban jo aside and turned to her, giving her his full attention. “I see. Can you tell me more?” he asked, his eyes soft.

So she explained her problem. Her lack of passion. Her restlessness. Her lack of specialty, so unlike everybody else’s natural … expertise.

Tigu’s sculptures. Shifu’s pottery and glass. Wa Shi’s food. Ri Zu’s medicine. All of those were acts of passion and purpose. Even Chun Ke, who on the surface appeared to be the least driven of them all, moved with a purpose and surety that put all others to shame.

Yin? Yin had nothing. Even the mines hadn’t really clicked.

She didn’t know when she had moved to Master Jin’s lap, and she didn’t know when he started weaving his fingers through her fur.

“Let me let you in on a secret,” Master Jin said after she had finished relaying to him her woes. “I know what you’re going through. The restlessness. The aimlessness. I had no idea who or what I wanted to be in life, not too long ago—or if I was going to be any good at anything at all. It’s like … you’re sick, in a way. You feel empty, even when you should be happy. You go through the motions, but meanwhile nothing changes.”

Yin paused and turned to look up at Master Jin. She almost didn’t believe him for a second. He always seemed so calm, and … like the others. So passionate. But she saw it. She heard the pained wistfulness in his voice.

Even Master Jin … he had once suffered as she did now?

“Some people know their purpose from the moment they see something. They’re the driven doctors, the brilliant fighters, the leaders of men. People like us … we have to find our purpose. Sometimes it takes a lot of looking. Sometimes, you won’t be able to find it close to home. Sometimes it’s not even a job, or the completion of something, but the journey itself. I don’t know which one will help you—but I do know that whatever path you choose, I’ll be there for you. We all will.”

She normally called him Master Jin simply out of respect. He had taken them in, he had given Yin and Shifu everything, and he had returned to her Master his bright, beautiful spark.

But that day, she had called him Master and meant it.

→

The others, too, had listened to her and spoken of how they had found what they loved to do.

“I have never truly considered anything else,” Bi De mused. “To defend my home is my life’s calling. But thinking upon it further … I suppose I do enjoy crafting woodblock prints and telling stories. The soul needs more than warfare and getting stronger, I think.

“It just sort of crept up on me. It started with little doodles of buildings … and then later I found out that I really liked it. Making things like buildings that people can use to make their lives better. It wasn’t until years later until it finally … clicked,” Gou Ren had told Yin, commiserating with her. “If it takes a while, it takes a while. There’s no need to think less of yourself.”

‘It was a way to deal with fear and grief, before I learned to love it,’ Pi Pa had said over tea. ‘I craved control, because back then I had none and my Dear suffered for it. But now … now there is joy in tending to my friends and family—even those who go out of their way to vex me.’

‘Passion doesn’t need to be one thing,’ Chun Ke had oinked. ‘Passion can be many things, it can change, and that is okay. What matters is that Yin likes it.’

“I used to reject it. I had to reject it. It was not proper for me to prefer to dance, rather than learn to use the sword. I spent years denying it, and I think … hurting myself in the process,” Xiulan had said.

‘Do not think too hard upon it. Do not force yourself to love something. It will come, or it will not. Open yourself to all things as you have, and you will surely find your path,’ Bei Be had told her, speaking the most words she had ever heard the ox say in one sitting, gazing at a small cut the old man had made in a tree.

Then he went back to chewing his cud placidly.

The time she had spent with them had been warm. So warm, like the sun blazing in the sky so high above. They had spoken with honest consideration and concern, just as Tigu had said they would.

And then, finally … finally, she went to speak with her Shifu.

‘Yin, my bright little star,’ Master had whispered, his voice thick with emotion. ‘There is no need to be ashamed of this.’

‘I don’t like it, though,’ Yin murmured, shame in her voice. ‘You’re all so happy. I would be happy too, but … I miss the days when I knew what I was.’

‘You never were that weapon, Yin. This old fool broke you and made you into something that you weren’t,’ Shifu said, retreading their argument.

‘You saved me. And if things repeated themselves, I would not have anything different,’ Yin said to him. ‘I would always want to be with you.’

Shifu … Shifu was her first good memory. The fractured bits and pieces from before he’d found her still sometimes resurfaced. A realm of terror, cold, and darkness. Disdain, from a thousand different sources. Shifu had been the first person to care. Even when he was at his most maddened and bloodthirsty … he was still kinder to her than the best treatment she had received from the other place.

The snake’s one good eye watered before he looked away. ‘Then … your Shifu has an order for you, Liang Yin.’

Yin immediately straightened up. ‘Yes! Shifu!’

The snake turned back to her. ‘Your Shifu commands you: Go out into the world, without this old snake. Find your spark … and bring it home. Not just to me, but to all of us, so that we may know what brings our beloved Yin joy.’

Yin smiled and leaned into Shifu’s embrace. When she opened her eyes again, they were set and ready.

She had her orders, likely her last order, from her Shifu. And she would carry it out. It didn’t matter what she found or where she found it. She would return and show everybody the thing that made her shine like the rest of them.

And to do that … well. It was easier to get around with a human form. Tigu had proved that.

Yin rose with the dawn—and delved into a world made of gold.

→

The place was unfamiliar, yet familiar. Like she had been here many times before. The grass smelled familiar, and the entire place had … a safe feeling. Seeming as if she was with an old friend.

The next thing she noticed, besides the feeling, was the noise. A series of muffled curses accompanied a squealing, twanging—it sounded exactly like the Healing Sage’s first attempts to play Master Jin’s ban jo.

‘Hello?’ Yin asked, as she looked towards the center of the field where a young-looking girl was sitting on a rock. The ban jo ceased its appalling noises as the little girl froze … and then red flushed through her cheeks.

The young girl coughed and stood, the ban jo disappearing into nothingness.

“Oh? Hello, Yin.”

Yin blinked at the familiarity and affection in the voice. Well, she is friendly! That’s good.

‘Hello! Liang Yin pays her respects to the Earth Spirit and begs her assistance!’

The Earth Spirit looked amused. “I see. Well, I knew that this would be coming soon—really, there was a lot I had to figure out for this to work properly! Even if I don’t really know how I know some of this stuff …” The words were said with a whisper that Yin thought she wasn’t really supposed to hear. The Earth Spirit puffed up again. “Be grateful for Big Sister Tianlan’s work!”

‘Yes! Yin is grateful to Big Sister Tianlan! So, you just zap me with lightning, right?’ Yin asked, excited.

“You certainly don’t waste any time, do you?” the spirit asked after a stunned pause.

‘One must seize the day!’ Yin replied, her back straight like a soldier.

The Earth Spirit chuckled, before sighing and shaking her head. “That … won’t work on you, Yin,” she sighed. “Or rather, that method can’t work on you.”

Yin froze at the statement.

‘What, am I not strong enough yet?’ Yin asked, almost desperately. ‘Tigu was at the same level I am now when she transformed! I can do it! No matter how much it hurts! No matter how painful it is, I’ll overcome it!’

But the Earth Spirit just shook her head. “It’s not if you can take it or not. Tigu is of the earth. You aren’t, bright little star.”

The words were a punch to her chest, and Yin recoiled. The world became grey and brittle. ‘Ah … so … you can’t help me? Because I’m from … there?’

“I said that method won’t work,” the Earth Spirit replied, her voice firm. “But I do know how you can transform. The first thing you need is a piece of your home.”

Yin looked at the ground. At first she was about to be outraged. A piece of the moon? She needed a piece of the moon to transform? Where the hells would she even find that?

‘That place isn’t my home,’ Yin bit out reflexively.

“I know. I said your home, not the place that you were born.” Tianlan was smirking. The Earth Spirit was smirking.

Yin paused at the spirit’s words; her home was here. Yin pouted. ‘Tigu was right. You’re kind of a little shit.’

The Earth Spirit laughed, her smile bright and cheery, before her face turned serious.

“On the south hill, there is a stone,” Tianlan said. “For a thousand thousand years, it has taken in the light of the sun; not once has it known the darkness of the depths. I have known it since I was not myself. That stone, undaunted by the rain or the snow or the ice, has stood the test of time. It has within its core a fragment of fire that was not wholly consumed by my breaking. It is old and weary, but it still burns. Take a piece. Weave it with glass, fire, and gold … and then rise again on the next day, in the form you take.”

The words resonated and reverberated through the enclosed space like an ancient spell, imprinting themselves into Yin’s mind.

‘Thank you,’ Yin whispered.

“The rest is up to you now, little star.”

→

The stone was a simple, unassuming thing. It looked like any other rock. It was an old, craggy piece of granite, resting on the hilltop. But Yin knew it was the one.

With the techniques Huo Ten had taught her, she carefully removed a piece of the stone. Then she went to her Master’s forge and ignited it with her Qi.

From there, things went hazy. For the entire day, she worked that piece of stone, drifting as if in a dream. She inlaid it with the fruits of her Master’s labours and with the bounty of the earth.

It was hot, hard work. Even in her trance she could feel the heat, as her Qi swirled around that little piece of stone from her new home, drawing the fire and the light of the sun out of it.

When the blaze of light erupted from the forge, burning and purifying, part of her rebelled against it. The voice within her screamed that this was wrong, that this was the opposite of what she was supposed to be doing.

Yin didn’t care.

She filled herself with the warm sun, driving away the last dregs of cold darkness that had rested in her bones ever since she could remember—the strangling veins of Yin that surrounded her burning soul.

Delicate fingers gripped the talisman around her neck, and Yin stood, rising up, and up, and up, utterly dwarfing her previous form.

She staggered to the burnished bronze disk they used as a mirror and looked at her reflection.

Long silver hair. A noble, regal face, the kind in paintings of demure women. Two small, almost circular eyebrows.

And the mark of the sun on her forehead, fading into invisibility even as she watched.

Yin grinned, and in a perfect, melodious voice suited for poetry and whispered words, there came a jubilant shout:

“Fuck yeah!”


Chapter 30
The Dandelion’s Seeds


Breakfast most days was a calm affair; people chatted in low voices or helped make food, still shaking off sleep.

Even Little D was mostly quiet that day. My little bean was definitely a morning person, and Big D’s crows always put him in a good mood. It was later in the day when he would get fussy—but he was also easily distracted by his family members. Fur and feathers he would grasp at with his chubby fingers, and his eyesight was improving by the day … along with his desire to put things in his mouth.

Everybody had been slobbered on at least once. Xiulan seemed to find it downright endearing whenever Little D chewed aggressively on the ends of her hair, giggling as she tickled him.

He was dozing on a pillow in the living room at the moment, his stomach full of his momma’s milk and a contented look on his face. The birds were chirping. The sun was shining.

It was a beautiful day.

The sliding door that led to outside was wrenched open with a bang. I turned, just in time to catch an eyeful of a woman strutting through the entryway, her hips rolling from side to side.

“Shifu! Master Jin! Tigu!” the woman sang in a melodious voice as she marched through the entrance.

Buck naked, and with a massive grin on her face.

Long, silky, white hair. A heart-shaped face. Intense, wine-red eyes. Little round eyebrows that reminded me of a certain ass-pull final boss from a show about ninjas who screamed believe it. Smooth, creamy skin and legs that went on forever—she was mostly assuredly what would be described as a jade beauty in this world.

I took it all in in an instant, then looked pointedly away as the beautiful woman, who definitely rivalled Xiulan in the looks department, made a beeline for Noodle. The snake stared at her with shock.

Gou and Yun also managed to look away—as did Delun, bless the kid’s soul. Gramps, Rags, and Loud Boy had no problems staring, however, as the woman snuggled the shell-shocked snake to her bosom.

“Shifu! You’re so small! Worry not, your disciple will always take care of you!”

I was now two for two on seeing naked Spirit Beasts immediately after their transformation. But while Tigu was … Tigu’er to me, Yin—and this could only be Yin—was definitely a woman.

“You managed it! Haha! As expected of my Junior Sister!” Tigu exclaimed, nodding like this was expected.

“Yes! It did not involve lightning, but it worked!” Yin said, swapping targets. She beamed as she high-fived Tigu.

“Excellent job, Junior Sister! But … why did you choose such an uninteresting body? Where are your muscles?” Tigu’s voice was completely aghast.

“Oh! Right here, just gotta flex a bit!” she said, and Tigu made a noise of approval.

‘Yin,’ Noodle managed to get out, staring in shock at his disciple.

“Yes, Shifu!” Yin shouted, her eyes gleaming.

‘Clothes,’ the snake demanded in a strangled voice.

Yin blinked, looked down at herself … and then at her audience. Her eyes focused on Loud Boy’s and Rags’s blatant staring.

“The fuck you two assholes lookin’ at?” Yin’s sweet voice inquired.

→

The fantastical was rather old hat by now. It had been utterly astonishing when Tigu had transformed. Yin, while a surprise, wasn’t as shocking. However, I wished she’d given us at least a hint that she would be transforming today. There had been that conversation we had had a few days ago, but … never mind. In retrospect, I really should’ve seen this coming.

She had ended up borrowing some clothes from Xianghua, who was the closest in body type, and then she had frowned at her long, flowing hair and asked for some help with it.

Biyu had immediately volunteered, gushing about how silky and smooth the strands of hair were. Then, through some cosmic twist of fate, the girl had created two big round buns on either side of Yin’s head.

Nobody knew why I had to excuse myself from laughing so hard. Yin didn’t seem too fond of the style either, muttering about the buns taking too long.

Rizzo had then put her through a battery of tests, but like Tigu, there was nothing wrong with her. She was even better at changing back than the cat had been. She would just … pop, and then there would be a rabbit again.

That had been a couple of hours ago, and the initial explosion of shock and interest had died down. Now it was business as usual. Yin was a human now when she wanted to be—and that was really all there was to it.

I yawned, then began walking up a hill in the back, a pot in my hand.

“Tea?” I asked Gramps as I settled down beside him.

The old man nodded. “Thank you, my boy.”

There was an explosion of heat and light that blew my hair back, even from far away. A woman, clad in armour of burning gold, clashed with a shorter girl with orange hair.

“Oi, oi, oi! You bastard! Is this it? Put your damn back into it!” Yin’s beautiful voice spat cusses like water—and I had to admit it was pretty funny seeing the discrepancy between beautiful, demure noble lady … and Yin’s foul mouth.

‘Language!’ Noodle tried in vain.

“Junior Sister, you are getting entirely too cheeky! Allow your Senior to educate you!” Tigu shouted with glee.

The sun armour on a rabbit had looked just ever so slightly strange. But in her human form? The massive gauntlets, cloth regalia, and sheer aggression Yin displayed made it downright intimidating. Especially since the main change seemed to be that unlike Tigu, who had simply gained a longer reach, Yin had gotten a lot physically stronger.

Hells, all of the cultivators were going at it. Xiulan and Xianghua were battling against each other off a ways. Xiulan with a fan in one hand and her sword in the other while Xianghua battered against her. Xianghua had what looked like horns made of mist growing out of her head, and her gauntleted arm looked … almost alive and covered in draconic scales. Her blade glowed cherry red from the heat of her furnace, which belched out steam, and with a crack of thunder, storm clouds.

“So, what did you want to talk about?” I asked, looking over to where Gou Ren battled against Delun.

“There is one last matter to attend to before I depart.” The old man’s voice was mild as he spoke. “I have postponed it long enough. You must decide the fate of the Young Master of the Cloudy Sword Sect.”

“What? Who?” I asked, confused.

Gramps turned to me, his eyebrow raised. “The one who injured you. As it is, the worm is currently within the holding cells of the Cloudy Sword Sect; his cultivation has been shattered and sealed for his crimes against you and the other disciples of the Sect. You shall decide his punishment.”

I paused at the statement and how he’d delivered it. Like he was talking about what to eat for dinner that night. It sure was something to suddenly spring on somebody this early in the morning. Hey, we have a criminal, decide what to do with him. Especially with how casual Gramps’s voice was.

And I had read enough Xianxia stores to know the sorts of punishments people like that gave. Out by the roots. Slaughter every member of the family, out to nine degrees. It made my good mood evaporate like the morning fog.

“How would the Cloudy Sword Sect normally punish him?” I asked, stalling.

“According to the will of the Founders, he would be lashed ten times by each of the Sect’s disciples. His head would be shaved bald. He would be stripped of his surname and then be put to death. He would be allowed to take his own life, if he has any honour left … If he failed at that, however, he would be beheaded. Finally, all of his wealth would be given to the families he has wronged.”

It was a brutal, cruel punishment, but it was standard for these times, though one word caught my attention. Not just my family, but … “Families?”

Gramps yawned and scratched his ass, leaning over onto his side. “Mm. He killed another disciple and covered it up,” the old man said, watching me out of the corner of his eye.

A small part of me instantly went to “life imprisonment.” It was what we did in the Before, since the death penalty had been outlawed for a while. But this wasn’t the Before. I had given over bandits to the authorities, knowing they would be executed or worked to death in the mines. I had killed Zang Li myself, when he’d gone after Xiulan and Tigu.

I didn’t want to be the person to make these decisions. I had no desire to be the steely-eyed cultivator putting millions to the sword for the sake of my ego and pride.

“You know, I don’t even know his name,” I said after a moment. “And I have no desire to learn it.”

Gramps kept staring.

The lesser of two evils was still evil … but … what would I have to gain from defending this man? Would he turn over a new leaf because I helped him out, or would he remain with a grudge forever?

He had killed me.

And while I might be the forgiving sort, even I had my limits.

“I will trust the Cloudy Sword Sect to clear this stain upon their honour.” My voice came out cold and hard. “They tried to make amends already. Let this be what convinces me of their sincerity.”

“Oh? Not going to do anything yourself?” Gramps asked curiously.

“Why would I do that? Quite frankly, he isn’t worth any time out of my day coming up with a way to punish him. Torture him for a thousand years and let him have a thousand years of my time? Some other resource-intensive method that would prolong his suffering? A waste. I don’t even think he’s fit to be fertilizer. I don’t care about his life, and I don’t care about his death. I have things to do—like making a new field, or maybe knitting a hat.”

There was a bit more contempt than I had been expecting in my voice. Sure, there would have been satisfaction in knowing about his death. There was a little dark voice inside me telling me to go and watch. I ignored it, though. If he laid down some mystical fate grudge or something in his last breath, I didn’t want to be there, and I wasn’t going to be the one who killed him.

Gramps looked at me before chuckling a moment later. “So worthless you don’t even want his name! It’s a good choice. Not the one I would make, but Brother Ge will appreciate the face you’ve given him.” The old man got up and stretched. “Well, enough about the nameless brat! Those Juniors over there are having much too much fun, and you said you wanted more training.”

His overly casual expression shifted to a bright smile, after we had just discussed some guy getting executed. I got the distinct feeling I had passed some sort of test, especially when he clapped me on the back. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the angry thoughts away. In the end … sometimes the world just sucked.

I wasn’t the perfect hero who resolved to fix it. I wouldn’t mourn the man who had killed me … but I wouldn’t celebrate his death either.

“Oh, right! I have a recipe for some dandanmian from a noodle shop for you,” he said suddenly. “They offered to host us at any time for a drink. We’ll need to go sometime!”

“Really?” I asked.

“Yes, and you have a little admirer. Ai is her name. You saved her caravan, and she’s quite smitten!”

I blushed at that. Gramps noticed and immediately started teasing.

My mood had been a sour one. But in the easy atmosphere, and when I looked on at Big D, at Xiulan, Tigu, and the rest … I felt lighter.

I may not be the perfect hero to fix things—but there were some people here who had something to say about the state of the world.

That night, we had dandanmian. It was a really good recipe.


Chapter 31
Waiting for the Right Breeze


If yer corn ain’t knee high by July, you might as well kiss it goodbye,” I said to myself as I ran my fingers along the fresh green shoots sticking out of the mounds I had planted them in. They were strong and I could feel their vital energy, their vigour as they took root, pointing up towards the sky.

There was no real way I would be kissing these little ones goodbye. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were more like chest or even shoulder height by what would be July here. Shoulder height and laden with climbing beans.

I let out a breath, feeling my energy sinking into the land beneath my feet, and mentally crossed this last task off my list.

The spring planting was done. Normally, this would be a period where things began to wind down. The summer didn’t actually have too much work to do in it, since it was mostly maintenance and waiting. The time of year where I would sit down and enjoy myself, maybe get better at knitting.

But instead of our onset of lazy days, there was a tension in the air.

My friends and family would be leaving soon. Heading out into the world, trying to hunt down demons or to cut through a thousand years of conflict and forge a brighter future. Big D. Tigu. Xiulan. All three of them were going to go, and others might follow them.

They had all asked me for my permission and my blessing. It was still strange, to be regarded so highly … since the two sets of memories within me painted the portrait of a very average man—but I would like to think I was growing into my position. They trusted me and my judgment. The least I could do was be worthy of that trust.

I’m going to be honest, though, their plans had made me feel … maybe just slightly inadequate in some ways. I idly wondered if it should be me going out there. Me, being the one to right every wrong, unite the Sects, and save the world.

After all, that was what a normal person given power like mine would do, wouldn’t they?

The thoughts had troubled me, keeping me up at night, until one evening several days after the spring planting I came down to have some water and I overheard them talking.

Tigu said she was looking forwards to seeing how much her little brother would have grown when she came back. Xiulan had mentioned that she couldn’t wait until Meiling made her pancakes again.

And Big D just said one line:

“It shall be good, when we are all home again.”

There may still come a day where I have to go out. There may come a day where trouble comes to find me.

But for now … I was a farmer. I was what I chose to be. They would go out and fix the world.

And I would make sure that they still had a home to come back to.

↔

Xiulan stood with her eyes closed and her face towards the sun.

She took a deep breath in, then out, slowly opening her eyes. A small smile stole across her face as she gazed at the world around her. The gentle, rolling green hills. The full rice paddies, the stalks waving in the wind while the occasional flash of movement heralded a fish leaping out of the water to catch a passing insect. Formations of bees patrolled the sky, collecting nectar with inspired industriousness. Fields of wheat, corn, peas, and every other assorted fruit and vegetable Jin grew lay in their ordered rows. The sheep were gathered along the fence, and the cows lazed near the river. Chickens clucked and squawked as they hunted for their next meal. The greenhouse sat serenely, while today, Bowu’s drop hammer was silent.

It was beautiful land, pulsing with life and growth and … a feeling of home.

In some ways, it was more a home than her Sect, and she could admit that now. But it was fine to have two places to rest one’s head.

She sighed contentedly and looked more closely at her surroundings. Xiulan bent down and picked up a dandelion. It had bloomed early in the season, and already its yellow flower had turned into white fluff.

The dandelions were a common flower, ranging far and wide across the Empire, according to the Archives. From the Howling Fang Mountains past Crimson Crucible City, from Soaring Cloud Savanna and even Forge Bellow Volcano, one could find the blooms.

A common flower, without Qi, that spread as far as the wind would take it.

She raised the flower to her lips and blew, sending the seeds on their long journey. She idly wondered what sights they would see, carried on the wind, and where they would end up. Would they stay here in the Azure Hills? Or would they fly far, far from their homeland before laying down roots?

She set the stalk down, returning it to the earth, where it would nourish other plants.

Then she turned. Her back straightened, her intent sharpened, and Xiulan went from a young woman enjoying the breeze to a cultivator.

She looked to her two companions who were waiting behind her.

Tigu opened her eyes from where she had been sitting in the shade. She was dressed in her too-large gi and shorts, her arm bracers reflecting the light of the sun. She had recently added paint to them, highlighting the intricate carvings with delicate colours. Her hair was done up in two tails as always, but today she had a flower beside her ear, a vibrant pink bloom.

Xianghua leaned against a tree, her arms crossed. She didn’t have her furnace on today. The fur on her dress fluttered in the breeze, like the mane of a dragon. Her storm-grey eyes looked on at Xiulan with faint approval.

“Let’s begin,” Xiulan said.

Tigu and Xianghua both nodded and turned, revealing the alterations to their clothes.

On their backs was something new.

The character for “Azure” stood out in a white circle.

The symbol of their home and Sect was over their hearts; the symbol of their cause was on their backs.

The same alterations had been done to Xiulan’s new dress. The whites and soft greens of her original had changed to more vibrant colours; the bright green of grass and the blue of the sky were courtesy of Meiling and Biyu, who were certainly handy with a needle and thread.

Xiulan kept her eyes forwards as Tigu and Xianghua walked beside her and into the little orchard that Jin had built with her wedding gifts to him. Peach and apple trees resided there, and the peaches were just beginning to shed their pink petals. The mature trees grew alongside little saplings.

Tie Delun, Dong Chou, Zang Wei. Those three had heeded her initial call and were already seated. Tie Delun was clad half in steel and half in stone as he began to incorporate his ancestors’ teachings. Zang Wei seemed inordinately happy with the robe Meiling had made for him, the boy looking less like a wild boy and more like the confident and powerful young cultivator he was.

Rags, on the other hand, was still Rags. He managed to look scruffy even in new clothes.

Two others had joined them. Yin was sitting calmly on her knees. Her top actually fit right, unlike Tigu’s, and if she kept her mouth shut the beautiful woman could have passed for an elegant and refined lady.

Xiulan would have thought Yin would attempt to go with Bi De, but instead the rabbit had asked to join them.

Her reason?

‘If they aren’t fighting, I’ll be able to travel the hills and find my own place easier. And besides, I hated Sun Ken as much as Shifu did. If I can stop the next bandit before he becomes a problem … I owe it to Shifu to try.’

The last one to round out their group was Zhang Fei, the Torrent Rider. The young man’s rooster mask was firmly over his face, and Shaggy Two was sitting dutifully behind him. Young, naïve, idealistic … and burning with a passion for the world he had heard Xiulan speaking of.

Bi De had given her his trust with his disciple, and she would take care of the young lad to the best of her ability.

They were seated in a rough circle, each with a cup of wine in front of them.

It felt wrong to go through an undertaking without something to bind them together. So they’d decided to take an oath before the heavens and the earth—and those who had come to watch.

Jin and Meiling were there, as were Gou Ren and Yun Ren. The old man and Bi De. The rest of Fa Ram’s disciples were there too. Even though they were not joining on the quest, they were there to offer their support.

Xiulan, Tigu, and Xianghua sat. All that was left was the trickle of the rivers and the gentle breeze.

The world seemed to hold its breath as Xiulan looked each of her companions in the eye.

“My friends. We gather today to join our hands for a great undertaking. Our circumstances and surnames are different. But we shall come together as siblings. From this day forwards, we shall join forces for a common purpose: to save the troubled and to aid the endangered.” Xiulan’s voice echoed through the courtyard. It grew in power as she spoke.

“We shall honour the past, and nurture and protect the future—not merely of our own kin, but all who live in these hills. We seek not glory, or to advance our station above all others—only to put into practice those ideals that we know to be true. Though not born on the same day of the same month in the same year, we hope to die so: long in the future, with our task complete.” The words were from an ancient oath—one carried out in a peach garden by three brothers who had turned the tide of an era. The power of the earth below her group seemed to be pulsing and welling up as Xiulan reached forwards and picked up her cup.

“If we should ever do anything to betray our friendship, may heaven and the people of the earth both strike us dead!”

Xiulan could hear her heartbeat in her ears and could feel the roiling power of Tianlan—this as much an oath to her as the others. A warm summer breeze blew through the garden, and the others who had sworn to help her raised their cups in unison.

“We shall honour the past, and nurture and protect the future—not merely of our own kin, but all who live in these hills. We seek not glory, or to advance our station above all others—only to put into practice those ideals that we know to be true. Though not born on the same day of the same month in the same year, we hope to die so: long in the future, with our task complete. If we should ever do anything to betray our friendship, may heaven and the people of the earth both strike us dead!”

Golden threads connected between them. The pact was witnessed. As one they drank—and as they did, the world pulsed.

[image: A black and white manga illustration depicts a long-haired figure in ornate traditional clothing kneeling in the center while surrounded by numerous people in white robes who are all bowing with their hands pressed together in reverence. Cherry blossoms fill the scene with petals floating through the air and sparkling light effects, while flowering branches frame the top of the composition, creating a ceremonial and spiritual atmosphere.]

It felt as if the entire world trembled. The air filled with a resounding tone.

“To the Azure Hills,” Xiulan said, her voice even, yet resonating all over Fa Ram.

“To the Azure Hills!” her companions chorused.

⬜

It had been passed down through generations, the affliction; it stunted growth and made those who left the hills feel as if they were drowning in air. Every cultivator since the Breaking had been afflicted, the final curse of a demon denied. It had lasted for thousands of years, silent and crippling. Broken souls, like their land and their people.

Until those in a peach garden swore an oath to make it whole again.


Chapter 32

Scattering Seeds

Ihad always thought of oaths as cheesy things. They sounded good in writing, or looked nice in a movie with swelling music and flowery descriptions, but I’d always assumed witnessing one in real life would be awkward.

Of course, I was proven completely and utterly wrong. Xiulan’s speech wasn’t cheesy at all. It didn’t feel like she was showboating or doing it just for the sake of doing it.

I felt the sincerity.

I was rooted to the spot. This was serious. Completely and utterly serious, like the scene out of the romance of the Three Kingdoms when Liu Bei, Zhang Fei, and Guan Yu had sworn to be brothers in the Peach Garden Oath. There, they had sworn to unify all of China.

I felt like I was witnessing history. Something that people would be talking about for a hundred years, if not thousands.

Big D, Pops, Gramps, Lu Ri, all of us stood witness to a moment in history. Yun Ren’s crystal chimed as he captured them all, standing there like a Renaissance painting: The sun shone down on them, and the tendrils of their Qi flowed through the air.

“Now we shall go, and like the seeds of the dandelion, our mission will take root in the hearts and souls of others. All who will join our cause are welcome,” Xiulan said. “But tonight … tonight, we shall rest and be merry. One final celebration before we begin.”

↔

Shen Yu watched the youngsters as they drank together. They were mostly solemn, the weight of their journey before them yet enjoying each other’s company one last time before they departed.

There was a slight melancholy in the air of Jin’s home. It was something Shen Yu had experienced himself. There was hope, fear, and anxiety for the future, coupled with the determination to see it through. A time of parting.

“It was a good oath,” Lu Ri solemnly stated from beside Shen Yu. “It was righteous in its intent, and their hearts are set.”

“Indeed it was,” Shen Yu replied. It had been a good oath. A pure one. They had considered their problem, identified its seriousness, and then forged ahead without hesitation. Shen Yu had seen enough pomp and circumstance to have long grown bored by the fakery of Sects playing at alliances for a “righteous” goal. These youngers, however, had stood on a field far from any eyes save those they cared for and made an oath before heaven itself.

All for a better place, a better world for the next generation.

“Master Shen, forgive this Lu Ri for asking, but how do you view their goal?” the man asked, turning his attention to Shen Yu.

“In some ways, changing the current world is just as hard as travelling to the next one. With cultivation, once one is finished advancing, they can just leave. Staying in this world? Living with the politics? Those require maintenance.”

Shen Yu himself had no desire to tie himself down somewhere like that permanently. The paperwork alone would drive him to madness. He couldn’t see himself sitting behind a desk listening to inane chatter while restraining his desire to bury them all … Ridiculous! He wanted no part of it.

“Yes. I have come to understand that most thoroughly,” Lu Ri replied. Shen Yu snorted at the inflection in his voice.

Indeed, maintaining things was more difficult than simply consuming something and moving on—but neither could he fully agree with what was a common thought among cultivators.

They decreed that the damage you dealt to the world and the resources you took didn’t matter at all. You were destined for the heavens, or you were going to die. Either way, those who came after were not your problem.

It was true that resources were limited. That was what had produced the world they lived in. There would be no need to fight if there was enough for all. But while things were limited, the complete disregard for the world they lived in was foolish in Shen Yu’s opinion.

Taking and destroying the works of mortals and the weak were beneath him; only those who lacked self-control were wanton in their destruction, and if they lacked self-control, then they were unworthy of ascension. Rare ingredients were to be used, of course, but some of the lengths others went to were … distasteful. He could not entirely condemn it—one did what was necessary to achieve the path to the heavens … but he had seen enough excess to know that much of the time, it wasn’t necessary.

Shen Yu brushed the thought away. My, my, he was getting philosophical in his old age; Brother Ge would have been worried for his health!

“So, what do you think of the flower that leads them?” he asked, nudging Lu Ri. “I’ve seen you speaking with her when you’re showing little Mei the ropes of that spear style.”

“She is acceptably honourable and righteous; she also sees the value and wisdom in the Honoured Founder’s words.”

“Oh? You let her read some things?” Shen Yu asked, amused.

“Indeed. I always carry several of the beginning primers with me, so that those who display the necessary temperament can be enlightened,” Lu Ri said, tapping his storage ring. Twelve scrolls popped out—Lu Ri’s own hand-copied works. Shen Yu had to hold back his snort of laughter at Lu Ri’s proselytising; well, the old Masters would have approved of the boy. “The Lord Magistrate, for instance, was already familiar with their ideas, and his own meditations are quite insightful—but I digress. She comprehended their words and requested any other wisdom that might be shared with her. The desire for law and order and the abolishment of the wicked is a course of action this Lu Ri can only approve of.”

“Well, that is indeed high praise!” The old man snorted and returned his attention to the leader, who was holding court: the pretty flower who had depths unseen.

Shen Yu hadn’t really thought much of Cai when he’d first laid eyes on her. She was a pretty one, and her chest was downright heavens-defying, but that was it. Jade beauties were quite common, and aside from outliers like Minyan, they all acted boringly similar. There was only so much ice a man could stomach, and while defrosting such a lady had its joys, it was quite tiring.

The little flower had surprised him with her warmth. She was accommodating and polite. Shen Yu had come to appreciate the woman’s breakfasts, and she positively doted upon Xiao De. That alone might have swayed him to her.

She also had a charisma about her whenever she changed from a delicate flower to a true cultivator. The unwavering will that burned in her eyes had his approval. She would accomplish her mission or die trying, carrying the bearing of an Empress.

She could also sing “The Whore and the Donkey” through every verse, complete with all the correct movements.

They really did make ladies different here in the Azure Hills. From Mei’er’s own delightful singing ability, to the Liu girl’s refreshing bluntness, and even the little mortal Biyu giggling and practically drooling over the scandalous costumes Jin had designed—why couldn’t he have found women like this during his youth?

Shen Yu huffed out an amused sigh but then felt someone approaching. Shen Yu turned so that he could look upon Yun Ren. The boy appeared slightly sheepish as he scratched the back of his neck. His other hand gripped a bottle of rice wine.

“Uh, ’scuse me, Grandfather. Could I have a sec?”

Shen Yu glanced at the Spirit Beast sitting on the boy’s shoulder. It obviously wasn’t one of Jin’s but it had been tolerable enough, once it had stopped cowering. Really, the creature had had nothing to fear; it was far too weak to bring any benefit to Shen Yu.

“You may, boy. Lu Ri, go and bug my grandson for some of his special mead.”

Lu Ri blinked at the clear dismissal but obeyed.

The boy huffed out a breath and sat down. After he poured Shen Yu a cup of wine and they were both properly lubricated, he just opened his mouth and said what was on his mind.

“You know how you’re heading up the Howling Fang Mountains? Well, I was wondering if I could tag along? I don’t want to go lookin’ for demons, and I don’t want to get in your guys’ way, but after watching that, well … you know?” he asked, gesturing to the others who were talking and celebrating.

Ah, a fire had been lit beneath him, hm? “It will be dangerous, Yun Ren. And I sense that your companion may have their own desire to come.”

“Forgive this lowly beast, Master,” the white fox said, bowing immediately. “This one overheard your plans to investigate the Shrouded Mountain Sect. Su Nezan would offer his assistance in this matter. He knows many safe houses through the north, and places that are still hidden from that Sect’s eyes.”

Shen Yu considered the offer. It was actually quite a good one, at least for Bi De. A place to rest and recover was always valuable.

He shrugged. “As long as you are not a bother and do not interrupt anything.”

My, he was getting soft in his old age …

The boy grinned.

“No problem, old man. Won’t even know I’m there!”

Shen Yu took one look at the vulpine pair grinning at him and snorted.

↔

The party ended early, and Xiulan was rather glad for it. While everybody had drunk a little bit, they were all aware that they would be leaving tomorrow. Nobody wanted to end up with a hangover.

The boys had gone to their bedrolls, and Xianghua had gone with Gou Ren—Xiulan had last seen the two of them sitting on the bridge, Xianghua’s head on Gou Ren’s shoulder.

Xiulan had been preparing to turn in herself, until Tigu had dragged her into Jin and Meiling’s room to say good night to her little brother.

“Do not miss me too much, Xiao De! Big Sister will be back soon, this I promise! Do not grow too much either, I want to be there when you speak your first word! And it should be ‘Tigu’! As is proper!” Tigu declared, planting a kiss on her little brother’s cheek and snuggling with him before curling up in the big bed.

Jin chuckled as he clambered in behind Tigu, rolling his eyes but not objecting when the girl pressed her back into his chest. Xiulan could see the tense muscles in Tigu’s frame. She was outwardly confident but still stressed about what they were about to do. It was the last night with her family, and she was obviously going to make the most of it.

Meiling chuckled at the sight, and Xiulan couldn’t help but smile too. She really did look like Jin’s daughter when she curled up against him like that.

The shorter woman shook her head, then turned to Xiulan. She stepped forwards, and Xiulan accepted the warm embrace.

“Good night, Xiulan,” Meiling said, as she pulled back from the hug. The embrace had been … too short, in Xiulan’s opinion. “I’ll make you all lunches, so you have something for the road.” Her smile was bright, and affectionate.

“Good night, Meiling,” Xiulan returned, then let go of her friend’s arms. Normally, Meiling would start to tease; she would get a rise out of Xiulan, and they would start to squabble. Xiulan had grown to love their little heatless fights, poking and prodding at each other.

But tonight, Meiling obviously just wanted Xiulan to sleep and be rested, so she clambered into her own bed, embracing both her children and her husband and making noises of comfort.

It looked warm, and it looked comfortable. Xiulan smiled at the scene and made to leave herself. Back to her own bed, alone for the last night.

However, Xiulan hesitated.

She glanced back at Jin and Meiling and chewed her lip.

She … she didn’t want to be alone tonight. Not out of lust, not out of some base feeling … but because she wanted to feel the warmth of home for just a bit longer.

At first, hesitantly, and then with more determination, she grabbed the covers of Jin and Meiling’s bed, pulled them up … and then slipped in behind Meiling. The married couple froze when she hugged Meiling from behind.

There was a bit of embarrassment; Xiulan waited for Meiling’s teasing, about how she’d finally gotten Xiulan in their bed. Xiulan was stiff, and a bit awkward.

But instead, there was nothing. Meiling’s hand came up to grab Xiulan’s own, the slight tremor she’d been feeling dying immediately at her friend’s touch.

It was not the touch of a lover, nor filled with any sort of lust.

It was calming and soothing. The pillar she had relied on when her heart was so disturbed.

Xiulan took a deep breath, the scent of medicinal herbs filling her nostrils, clean and fresh. Then she looked up to Jin. Her sworn brother smiled at her. It was the same expression she had seen on Bowu’s face whenever he spoke with Xianghua.

His own hand touched hers.

Tigu looked at Xiulan for a moment, before huffing, and with a muffled pop, there was an orange cat lying curled up where there once was a girl.

‘Too crowded,’ Tigu complained, but she made no attempt to leave.

Even with that, the bed was slightly too small. They were all crushed together. But Xiulan slept peacefully and without interruption, holding on to that feeling in her chest.

She would come home. She would bring each and every person embarking on this journey home—

And there was nothing in the Azure Hills that would stop her from returning to this.

[image: A black and white manga-style illustration showing a family of four resting together in bed, with a smiling dark-haired man, a woman with long light-colored hair, and two small children nestled between them under blankets. Gentle sunlight is peering in from the right.]


Chapter 33

To All Four Corners

If Bi De had learned anything about the world, it was that goodbyes always came.

Some were minor things that one didn’t take much notice of. Things like seeing Disciple Gou Ren off on his hunts, or bidding farewell to Tigu whenever she went to explore the forests.

Others were more formal, such as when somebody had to go to Verdant Hill and chores needed to be covered in their absence. There was no uncertainty in those goodbyes. They were formalities, for you would see them again soon.

But if one were searching for the greatest of goodbyes, it was to be found in the final ones … the goodbyes when one knew somebody was leaving to do something dangerous and you were not entirely sure that they would return to you. They were full of things unsaid, and an undercurrent of worry, yet … how a person handled such goodbyes was fascinating to Bi De.

“Remember your training and listen to your seniors, my student. They shall keep you out of trouble,” Bi De instructed the Torrent Rider, his disciple nodding seriously at the rooster’s words.

“Yes, Master!” he said, accompanied with an approving yip from his dog beside him. His rooster mask and wolf pelt were hanging off his back, along with his Torrent Riding board. His spear, once a cheap mortal weapon, was now something to be proud of. Its haft was made from a sturdy limb of one of Fa Ram’s trees, saturated in the Qi of the Great Master, Wa Shi, and Chun Ke. It had been emblazoned by Tigu and Xiulan with an ancient charm of protection and courage. Its blade was steel—crafted of iron dredged up by Huo Ten, fired in a furnace lit by Yin’s Solar Qi, and forged by Tie Delun.

Bi De was quite embarrassed to hear it be named Moon Spur, but the young man had been adamant.

His form matched his new attire. Bi De’s disciple had grown like a weed. He was already getting over his awkward, gangly stage and was turning into a powerful young man. Every day he trained with the methods Bi De had given him, and his diligence had been rewarded.

“Stand tall, Zhang Fei. I have every faith in your capabilities.”

Zhang Fei blushed as Bi De hopped up onto his shoulder and preened his beak through the boy’s shaggy hair.

Bi De gazed out from his perch to look upon the others.

Tigu was rocking Xiao De back and forth in her arms as she whispered soothing words to the babe, who seemed happy but also confused about what was going on.

Yin placed a kiss on Miantiao’s head, her hair once more loose and her shirt open in the way Tigu wore hers. She noticed Bi De watching her and smiled brightly, her expression like the sun. She had spent all morning with Bi De in her lap, amused at how she could now hold him—and how much better she was doing when they sparred.

Xianghua had Gou Ren and Bowu in a hug and was whispering in their ears. Beside her was a cart filled with six steam furnaces ready to be delivered back to her Sect. Bowu himself would be staying, refusing for the moment to return.

Loud Boy was rearranging his pack, as Wa Shi, the lazy fish, had only just given him a set of math formations to study. The boy looked rather harried as he stuffed his full pack fuller, but he was appropriately grateful for the scrolls … as well as the choice selection of berries the fish had given to him.

Rags was absently scratching Chun Ke’s chin as he stared out over Fa Ram, his own pack filled with seeds for his “gang.” In his other hand, he was toying with his Qi, the unrefined form of the Great Master’s Qi infusion technique dancing around his fingers.

Delun was helping Huo Ten pack his belongings in another cart; the monkey was relying on Xiulan’s group to escort him back to his own Master.

Finally, Bi De saw Cai Xiulan, who stood before Master Shen.

“Master Shen. Thank you again for letting us use these crystals,” Xiulan said.

The old man waved her off. He had given them some of his own memory crystals so they could copy cultivation styles from the original. “I’ve no use for them, girl. It’s a trifle.”

“Even so. Thank you.”

The old man harrumphed and waved her off again.

Xiulan smiled, lowering her eyes one last time, and turned to the Great Master and the Healing Sage, who were both looking on at the proceedings with strange expressions on their faces. There was pride in their smiles but a small hint of concern in their eyes.

Xiulan stepped forwards and both embraced her. Her eyes closed, and she slumped for just a moment, relaxing. And then she rose again. Strength filled her form when she stepped back, her crystal-blue eyes sparking with resolve.

“Call me if you need me. I’ll come, no matter what,” Master Jin whispered.

Cai Xiulan nodded, her hand reaching up to cup his cheek. “Don’t worry, Junior Brother. I’ll be sure to ask for help if I need it.”

He nodded, a small smile on his face at Xiulan’s ribbing, and Xiulan turned her attention to the Healing Sage. “Keep our bed warm for me,” she said, a cheeky smile on her face; Meiling simply laughed. Xiulan smirked back before taking a breath. “It’s time.”

Slowly, the conversations ceased. Last-minute hugs were received and, in Xianghua’s case, there was a slightly-too-enthusiastic kiss that had Yun Ren heckling his brother. The dreamy look on Xianghua’s face and the victorious one on Gou Ren’s was most amusing.

Bi De ran his beak through the Torrent Rider’s hair one last time, then leapt away, landing on the Great Master’s shoulder. Those who would be departing that day lined up opposite those who would be staying, at the Great Gates of Fa Ram. Their carts were full and their packs filled near to bursting with food and medicine, supplied by the Great Master and the Healing Sage.

The sun was bright as they stood at the precipice of this place and the outside world.

“We’ll cook up a feast when you get back,” the Great Master promised, forming his hand into a fist and bringing it up in a martial salute.

Those who would soon journey out into the world mirrored the gesture.

“We’ll be back soon,” Cai Xiulan promised them, and Bi De could see, within each of their reflected eyes, the conviction that filled their hearts.

Two lines saluted each other. And then Xiulan’s group picked up their carts, turned around, and began their journey down the road and off into the distance. The newly sewn character for “Azure” stared back at those assembled from the travellers’ backs.

“See you later!” the Great Master shouted.

“See you later!” came the returning cry.

Bi De found that it was much better to leave goodbyes open-ended, rather than something final.

⬜

Three days after the group of dandelions left, Shen Yu proclaimed that it was time for their group to go as well.

Shen Yu had delayed for the extra days, spending that time walking around the property with Bi De’s Master and showing him the wards the old man and Lu Ri had created that could warn of intruders who managed to defeat the Healing Sage’s nose.

But that night, Bi De had his Master all to himself. Ri Zu was curled up with the Healing Sage, the two of them reading over medical notes together. While Ri Zu had just finished her own training on the completed formation and would be able to perform the Demonic Qi removal should the old man need it, she never found a shortage of things to study with her Mistress.

Bi De hoped that the same would hold true for himself and his Master.

They were seated, not on the porch of the house where the Great Master normally sat, but instead in the small garden of Gou Ren’s house, built as it was on the same place where the Great Master had constructed his first shack. There was something nostalgic about it, and Gou Ren had been full of good humour when they’d explained why they were sitting there.

It was the place where they had first broken ground, and the place where Bi De had first awakened.

If he was honest, he did miss it. Life had been so uncomplicated back then. It had just been him and his Master against the world, taming the land and fighting off interlopers. It had been a simple and pure existence.

But as much as he missed it … he was glad that things had changed. He really had been such an arrogant little shit.

“Man. Things have changed, huh?” his Great Master said after a while, his eyes on the stars. There was a cup of wine in his hand and another one beside Bi De. His Master appeared slightly maudlin in that moment.

“Indeed, they have,” Bi De replied.

Master Jin turned to Bi De, his eyes focusing on his form. Bi De’s feathers glowed underneath the light of the moon, resplendent, and the man smiled.

“You were a big surprise, you know? When I got here, I wasn’t expecting to have a chicken that talked,” his Great Master said. “All of my plans had me living mostly like a mortal, you know? I wanted nothing to do with cultivation. I thought I had left it all behind … until you showed me that dead rat.”

“It must have been quite the shock,” Bi De replied. Bi De knew that it must have been more than simply shocking. It must have been hard for his Great Master to suddenly realise that he was responsible for more than just base beasts. And yet there was a reason Bi De called the man his Great Master.

There was a job that had needed doing: protecting and guiding several young beasts. And so his Master had done it, without hesitation or complaint.

“It was. It really was. I just about shit myself!” The man laughed. “But really, I should have known. You were way too smart to just be a chicken. I was just … denying things. Man, I was kind of dumb, eh?”

“I do not think so. It was not like I made too much of an effort to communicate. And I was … faded, back then. There were times when I was just a bird. It was strange.”

His Great Master nodded, eyes on Bi De. “From the little man fighting a fox, to investigating demonic corruption. You’ve grown so much from a chick just getting his wattles.”

“I had a good Master to guide me the entire way.”

The man sighed, but smiled all the same. Truly, Bi De’s Lord was getting better at taking compliments.

“You were my first real friend in this world, you know? The first person I could really call my buddy. The first person I could really trust. I look back on all of it … and I can’t see this place without you.” It was Bi De’s turn to flush. “So … come back safe, okay?

“I will,” Bi De promised. “Some of us are destined to scatter like seeds and wander this earth, yet we always will return to our paradise. Just as you cannot imagine this Bi De gone … I do not think anyone can imagine Fa Ram without you.”

“Then we’ll just both have to be fine when you come back.”

“Indeed, we shall.”

His Great Master chuckled and patted his shoulder.

Bi De was only too happy to oblige him as they sat under the stars, reminiscing about the past.

→

And then, it was his turn to leave. Himself, Ri Zu, Shen Yu, Yun Ren, and Nezan.

“Have a good time, old man. And get me a souvenir or something,” Master Jin demanded.

The old man chuckled and shook his head. “I’ll get you the most amazing thing, boy, just you wait! You’ll be in awe of your present, you brat! Mark my words!”

“I betcha it’s gonna be a pile of monster shit,” the Great Master deadpanned.

Master Shen froze. “No! Of course it won’t be!” His voice was entirely unconvincing.

Bi De’s Master smiled and shook his head. “See you soon, Gramps.”

“See you soon, my boy. And you too, Granddaughter. I’ll miss your lovely tongue, no matter how deep it cuts!”

“Gross,” the Healing Sage replied, eliciting a fresh round of laughter.

They kept chuckling as they departed, Yun Ren collecting a clap on his shoulder and a hug on his way down towards the road. Bi De felt something almost guiding them, sending them on their way—little wisps of gold promising protection. The wisps were pointing in the direction of Tigu and Xiulan, pointing the way back to Fa Ram, twisting and crossing.

Through all those golden paths … they would find their way back together again.

Bi De let out a cry, the noise reverberating over the hills as his own goodbye.

“You tell ’em, Bi De!” his Master’s voice replied.

All roads lead home eventually.

[image: A three-panel black and white manga page depicts various scenes: the top panel shows a massive chicken with spread wings alongside a dark-haired figure with a fox on their shoulder, and a long-haired, bearded man smiling happily against dramatic cloudy skies; the middle panel presents a diverse group of characters including warriors with dark hair, robed figures, and adults of varying ages arranged in a lineup; and the bottom panel features a cheerful dark-haired man in robes making a welcoming gesture beside a young woman with short dark hair cradling a baby, while an ornate Eastern dragon with detailed scales, a small white pig, and a brown boar with large tusks complete the scene.]


Chapter 34
Those Left Behind


The ruler meditated in the heart of her sanctum. She was still and motionless, yet all with a spark could see her deep concentration and, moreover, her actions.

They could feel the thrum of her glorious presence echoing through her link with her daughter.

Vajra had to keep herself from breaking into an undignified dance as she organised her troops. Her eyes were everywhere. Her body was everywhere. She was once again a war princess, with legions at her beck and call, ready to impose her will on the world. In stark contrast to the bare hundreds of last year, now she commanded tens of thousands.

Her main fortress was a magnificent thing, with its tapestries of grass and endless cells of golden honey arranged by what type of flower and tree it had been taken from. It was beautiful and perfect—and ready for the Emperor to have his tribute whenever he pleased.

Her trueborn warriors flew at the head of the formations of their lessers, smiting the beasts that dared to try and consume the Qi-less serfs, laying claim to anything and everything they could. Where the heady Qi of the land resided, so too did Vajra’s dominion. From the raging waterfalls of the Great River, to the Mushroom Forest; from the Green Sea Meadows on the hills, to the Deepwoods. She had even followed the Stone Trail to another hive of humans—one of the Emperor’s outposts, most assuredly, for it had new fortresses ready and waiting for her to take command of.

It was glorious, utterly glorious, and in addition to the fortresses at the Lesser Hive, the Emperor had seen fit to reward Vajra with an even bigger and more secure main fortress! This year, Vajra the Booze Master’s prowess would once more be proclaimed by the Emperor’s lips, and he would yet again reward her for her meritorious contributions!

Ah, she could not wait. But in order to be rewarded, she would have to assemble a mighty tribute. If she’d been in her old lands, it would have been impossible to get such high-quality honey year after year. But here? The resources were of even better quality than the previous year. The land was actively improving. Vajra knew that such a thing was impossible—any spot of Qi she had found previously had swiftly dried up.

But the Emperor was the Emperor, and his presence was a wellspring from which a bounty poured unending. As expected of the man who had conquered death. Everything about him was perfection.

She extended her senses through a scout perched in the window of the bathhouse.

Indeed, everything is perfection, she thought as she looked at the man through the barrier.

Especially his chest. And his forearms. With water running off them and flushed skin from the heat of the steam—heavens, she loved baths. Though they could use some improvement—like Vajra and her attendants grooming the man, licking off all the water on his body …

Vajra buzzed happily to herself, an action mimicked by the rest of her hive as she graciously allowed them to view the image of the resplendent Emperor … and his male servant.

Both were quite fine specimens.

Though it was too bad the beautiful Bi De had left. The Emperor had obviously commanded his servants to lay claim to new lands for him, so his servants were off conquering in his name even now. It was unfortunate that Vajra couldn’t follow him, but she had her duties here.

With the depletion of the guard, however, came the opportunity for more merits. While Mighty Chun Ke and the Pink Maid were acceptable guards, the Prince of the Emperor was left alone more often than he had been previously. This was unacceptable, of course. The rebels and their black lances had returned in force, feeding on whatever lifeforce they could—though now the beasts grew wily. Instead of gathering in teeming swarms they came and went in small groups. Guerrillas, instead of warriors, all trying their damnedest to sneak through Vajra’s cordon.

Vajra herself had few feelings for the Prince, but to allow him to come to harm under her watch was unacceptable!

Thus, she had assigned him guards, to keep him company when others were distracted with their own duties. He was never alone for more than a few minutes, while he rested and any gap in the guard was rectified. Thus did Vajra attempt to curry more favour with the Emperor.

It was … slow going. The Emperor disliked Vajra’s soldiers buzzing too closely to the Prince and had shooed them away gently. Vajra had been confused, until she had noticed the Prince’s annoyance with the buzzing as well. So Vajra had simply told her soldiers to wait, hidden in the blankets, ready to smite those who raised their blades against the rightful ruler of this place.

She wiggled her rear in self-satisfaction. She would most certainly be praised!

Vajra was in a good mood as she directed her logistics trains and her scouts—the latter were still forging south, looking for any activity of the Flying Demons that had destroyed her last home. Others began heading north, trying to find the extent of their range. Suddenly, one of the scouts alerted her to something out of the ordinary.

Extending her senses, Vajra took over the worker. She had discovered a run-down and abandoned human hive, which she found to be filled with metal stingers, bowls, and—after a bit of searching—barrels of pickled and salted fish. Some of the barrels were rotten, but others still smelled fine. It was an interesting place, and thus she marked it on her mental map. Perhaps she would build an outpost there?

But, of course, the Empress’s work was never done. As soon as she’d received the scout’s report, there was another pulse of Qi, this time from one of the Prince’s bodyguards. The Bane of the Black Lances was confused and requested guidance. It wasn’t particularly urgent—but any amount of concern for the Prince needed to be dealt with swiftly, and so Vajra once more extended her senses.

Vajra paused at the wet, slimy sensation that was being inflicted on the bodyguard, her most elite soldier. The hells was going on? The Bane of the Black Lances was distressed but unharmed. Vajra could tell why; she was somewhere warm and wet and oh.

The tongue that was licking the guard pulled back. Oh, was that all? There was a bit of dignity lost, but the Prince would do as he willed, which included grasping one of his guards in his hand and slobbering all over her. So tyrannical and domineering already, claiming his guard so! He was obviously the fruit of the Emperor’s loins!

The Prince once more decided that his bodyguard needed to be washed, and Vajra allowed it. It was the Prince. Princes and Young Masters did as they pleased. He currently could not harm his bodyguard, and if he tried to eat her, she had Vajra’s permission to escape.

She was about to return to herself when there was a spike of Qi. The Emperor’s Qi. It was disturbed and panicked—Vajra immediately summoned the full muster of her soldiers, for whatever could provoke the vastness and heaviness of his presence was not to be taken lightly.

Was there some manner of intruder? Vajra would slay it utterly! She turned the bodyguard’s head to gaze at the Emperor, to see where he was directing his ire … but to Vajra’s surprise, the Emperor was staring at her—or rather, her soldier, clasped in a chubby fist with a tongue running through her fur. The Bane of the Black Lances remained stoic.

The Qi spiked as suddenly the Emperor was there. Chubby hands were gently and swiftly pried open and the Bane of the Black Lances was rescued by the Emperor. His breathing was deep as he held Bane, his eyes darting all over the Prince, before he let out a mighty, unsteady sigh. The Prince blinked, and a moment later he began to tear up at his servant being taken by the Emperor.

“That could have been really, really bad,” the man stated, his voice flat and blank, before he turned back to Bane, his chest heaving up as he took a shaky breath. “Thank you for not stinging him.”

Vajra recoiled in shock. He was worried about her loyalties? He had considered that she would raise her stinger in rebellion?

Vajra immediately had the Bane begin the dance of supplication, kowtowing a thousand times before the Emperor for having doubt in her.

The Prince began to wail.

At first Vajra thought her soldier was to be slain for insulting the Emperor. But instead, Bane was given some of the Lord’s most potent elixir, the maple syrup, and then allowed to return to the hive.

Truly, he was a most beneficent Emperor! She would have to redouble her efforts to curry his favour!

↔

You know what really gets the ol’ heart beating like a vole on crack?

Walking in on your four-month-old son licking a two-inch-long bee. I had no idea how he even grabbed the thing, but he was stuffing a fucking bee in his mouth when I got to him. Thank the heavens it hadn’t stung him, but Vajra’s girls had always been surprisingly docile.

It still nearly made me shit my pants. Meimei had been worried when I told her the story, but afterwards … well, it was funny.

But hells, I leave him alone to sleep for a minute and this happens! I set the docile bee free and gave it some maple syrup before returning to my son. He’d need a damn mosquito net or something …

But sheesh. I guess having bees on the farm came with the big downside of them getting everywhere.

And whatever kind of bee Varja and her brood were, they were crazy escape artists. Well, not really escape artists. More like incompetent cat burglars who could get into any place but then would get stuck and couldn’t get back out again.

I’d lost count of how many bees I’d saved who’d gotten stuck in the bathhouse. Hells, one of them had even landed and started drinking water off me yesterday …


Chapter 35

故鄉 (Home)

The first few days after Bi De, Gramps, Rizzo, and Yun Ren left were quiet, contemplative. Our numbers had been cut in half. Me, Meimei, Little D, Gou Ren, Chunky, Peppa, Washy, Bowu, Noodle, and Babe were the only ones left—Biyu having also gone with Xiulan back south—so it felt just a little empty around here.

There were no more shouts of combat and rivalry. The cheers and laughter were muted, the most energetic of us having left.

With Gramps and Big D gone … it had really started to sink in for me. I knew Gou Ren and Bowu had been feeling it pretty bad, both of them a bit restless—but Yun Ren had been able to keep them occupied, the three of them going hunting together and Bowu managing to get an entire deer.

With Yun Ren’s departure, the ribbing had stopped.

We finished our chores for the day, then spent the rest of the time taking stock of what we would have to do to make up for the drop in manpower.

We were certainly looking at longer hours, but it wasn’t too bad. We were all cultivators in the end. If during the harvest we had to pull a few all-nighters to collect the sheer amount of food we produced, so be it.

The next day, however, dawned loudly.

“There, there, there,” Meimei murmured to our son, rocking him back and forth as he sobbed his little heart out. Big D’s temporary replacement apparently wasn’t as good at waking us up, the normal rooster’s cry thin and reedy compared to the robust, musical voice of a Spirit Beast. That was what had first set him off—and then he’d managed to notice Tigu and Xiulan weren’t around to make funny faces, and he’d started bawling even harder.

He was absolutely inconsolable—at least until he passed out three hours later.

God damn, my boy can holler.

That set the tone for the rest of the day as we went to work. All of us were spread out, doing our chores—and we didn’t see each other until lunch.

We were all in a bit of a mood at the end of the day as we sat out beside the river, drinking cups of wine and trying to get some of the strange feeling to disperse.

‘I dare say things will be slower now. I’m not quite certain if I’ll like it or not yet,’ Peppa mused, checking on Little D beside her on a cushion and fussing with the blanket the baby was covered with. ‘I would have liked to be able to spend more time with Yin. That girl needs more lessons on decorum. Her language was appalling! Tigu may be crass and too loud for a proper lady, but at least she isn’t vulgar!’

‘I’ve been trying for years, and in the days she’ssss been transformed it’ssss gotten worsssse,’ Noodle complained. ‘I caught Rags teaching her the worst gutter filth—I nearly choked the bassstard!’

‘Rags teach Yin, or Yin teach Rags?’ Chunky asked, an amused smile on his face. He coughed and made his voice a bit higher pitched: ‘In the name of the sun, I’m going to kick your ass—’

‘Heavens, not that again!’ Noodle rebuked. ‘Where did she even get that idea?’

I very carefully didn’t smile, but Gou Ren and Meimei caught the look on my face, even as Chunky chuckled and said something that sounded suspiciously like “Sailor Sun.”

“Well, at least it’s not too quiet,” Gou Ren said, amused, and beside him Bowu chuckled.

“Just think of it like they’ve gone out for a couple days … but it’s not a couple days, it’s weeks, months, or more … Ugh, I probably should have given Ri Zu more poison …” Meiling murmured as she poured Washy a cup of wine. Our resident dishwasher, who was half in the river and lounging against the bank, took it with a cheerful nod.

“I think she has enough poison, love,” I deadpanned. Seriously, that rat had more potential war crimes on her body than I was entirely comfortable with. Sometimes she sounded about thirty seconds away from proclaiming that it was the advent of the vermintide.

“Nonsense. You can never have enough poison,” she replied primly. “See? Bei Be agrees with me.”

The ox blinked at getting pulled into the conversation. He was resting beside us, his eyes closed. But after a second, he shrugged. ‘Preparation begets success.’ His voice was smooth and deep, always soothing to listen to.

We lapsed into silence after he spoke, just listening to the water and the birds, the first chicks of the season having hatched. It was another subtle difference between this place and the Before. I had lived in the countryside, but hunting and human habitation had taken its toll. Here, though, in a basically medieval land? This far north in the Azure Hills? The wild world still existed. The sheer number of animals was actually staggering. It made me want to go to the ocean and see if it was just as full of fish.

And then Gou Ren spoke again.

“They’re going to do amazing things, aren’t they?” he asked.

“That they are,” I replied.

He frowned and scratched at the back of his head. “I know I chose to stay, but just sitting here … feels … weird to me. Like we’re not doing as much.”

“Is it? Well, then … we just have to do something equally amazing, don’t we?” He blinked at the statement. “What? Didn’t think we were just gonna stay the course, did you?” I asked him. “We’ve got a job to do—we’re gonna work on something that’ll knock their frigging socks off when they get back home!”

Gou and Bowu slowly sat up straighter at my words, while Meimei just smiled.

“Then … we just have to do amazing things here, too? Well, shit. I’m down,” Gou said, his eyes burning with determination. “I had some things I wanted to try out myself …”

“We had to build a home worth coming back to, after all,” Meimei mused, her eyes locked on the horizon.

When our friends returned, it would still be recognisable … but also more. We weren’t just going to sit here, stagnant, as they went out on their adventures!

Hell no!

We all sat down together and started hashing things out.

If there was anything I’d learned, it was that the house actually needed a renovation—we had far too many people coming and going for the amount of space we had.

We were upgrading our home. Maybe it would be a blueprint for other people’s houses down the line, but right now, this was for us. Those of us present … and those of us far away.

For the first time since the winter ended, I felt that pioneering spirit fill my veins. The same thing I’d experienced when I first got here but … tempered. No longer was it the desperate work of a lonely man, hoping to drive away his aches and pains.

It was filled with my love for our home and a desire to improve things.

And … well. Five hundred acres was a lot, and we still weren’t using all of it. On top of that, I was gonna live for a fairly long time, and we just kept on finding more and more people who wound up staying over, so—

Well, a little more land wouldn’t hurt. Even if most of it was just forest and hill, we could always do with a bit of future-proofing.

Our own paradise. Sustainably cultivated for future generations—our little slice of heaven.

Also, indoor plumbing. I missed indoor flush toilets. I missed them like you wouldn’t believe. You don’t really appreciate that modern convenience until you have to dig your own septic bed by hand and take care of your own shit.

And so, we went to work.

We planned. We decided on a path forwards—and then … well, we went on with life. We chopped our wood. We carried our water. We even broke some rocks for gravel.

Our Qi saturated the earth, giving and taking in equal measure.

I closed my eyes and let my body flow.

↔

“Hey, shortstop.” A voice cut through the silence of Tianlan’s realm as she sat in meditation, her eyes fixed firmly on a bundle of golden threads leading off into the distance.

Tianlan glanced up and saw the representation of Jin wave to her on his way across the grass. She could feel his actual body outside her realm—pouring his Qi into her system as he worked. His bright, pure yang energy mixed with Meiling’s yin energy while she measured out the dimensions for her newest project. It was how she remembered breathing felt, when she’d had a body: pure, and clean, and wonderful, soothing every little ache and pain in her.

“Big man. Come here to be a mother hen?” she fired back. Jin raised an eyebrow at the threads Tianlan still had a hold of. She didn’t blush—he knew she had been doing the exact same thing she had accused him of.

“Just want to know how they’re doing.”

Tianlan nodded. “They’re fine. I can feel them; they’re all in high spirits, and Xiulan spoke to me last night—wanted to show me how her dance is going! The dandelions are ’bout halfway to the Grass Sea. The old man is heading up north, probably to get Nezan’s actual body. I’ll lose them once they leave my boundaries, but for now … you want to see? They’re on one of my roads.”

She raised her hands to conjure an image of Xiulan, one of her Connected Ones, but Jin shook his head.

“No. I trust that they’re fine. They don’t need me spying on them,” Jin replied, utter confidence flowing off him. Tianlan smiled, the feeling filling her chest.

It was strange, having so many permanent connections. Being connected to more than just Xiaoshi.

She could taste the emotions. The fears, the hopes, the dreams … and yet, instead of the sensations being overwhelming, they just made her feel … right.

She shook her head and stood up. She barely came to Jin’s waist.

“So … you ready for this?” she asked him.

“I am.”

“Then …” She took a breath and held out her hands. Jin took hold of them, his soul, one complete whole and repaired in beautiful gold, brushing up against hers.

She could feel the contract that bound them—and the utter acceptance Jin had for its terms.

All its terms.

She shook her head to dispel the feeling and touched their bond. Touched the contract. Her earliest memories were of it. The memories of a man, and the first bond he had forged with the whole world.

The source of her power—their power.

Jin had wanted to understand. To understand both their contract and what Tianlan had learned, so long ago.

The world fell away as they opened their eyes. And there, standing before them, was a smiling old man—horns adorned his head, and a long beard was on his chin. His shirt was off, revealing a physique that would not look out of place on any father, lacking as he was in definition.

But the old man had a presence. He was.

He was speaking to a crowd of disciples, his head turning gently so that he could gaze upon each and every one of them.

And yet he couldn’t see Tianlan and her Connected One. Instead, he looked right through them as he spoke, his words soft and gentle, yet absolute.

“Today, we must start simply. Today, I will teach you how to break rocks. To build a foundation, first, another foundation must be broken. This is the essence of both creation and destruction. Today, we shall learn the proper way to [Break the Rocks]—and be careful that one does not break themself in the process.”

⬜

It had started as a way to run away from the world—

But the broken man would run no longer. In sickness and in health. In the good times and the bad … he was home.

A home that had started with just a man and a chicken.

[image: A horned, bearded figure with long flowing hair and a muscular bare torso sits cross-legged in meditation beneath flowering tree branches, emanating a divine aura or energy field while several people in traditional robes and simple clothing kneel in reverence around him on the grass.]


Chapter 36
Butterfly’s Wings


Huan Chen of the Shrouded Mountain Sect stood at attention with several of his fellow disciples under the intense gaze of Elder Zang Zeng.

They were in a manor in Green Stone Forest. They had obeyed the orders for Elder Zang to come here, on one of the resource-gathering missions to the Poison Jadepillar Forest for more reagents that the Inquisitors needed … yet something here was strange. Elder Zang should have left them all to it, but instead he had called them all before him.

Chen could see it in his fellows’ eyes, though none dared to speak when the Elder was directly observing them.

The man was measuring them, he knew. Weighing them, to see if they were wanting.

Eventually, the Elder appeared satisfied.

“We are part of a grand undertaking here, Disciples,” the imposing Elder declared. “You all know of the upheaval in the Sect: that which consumed our Inquisitors and other Elders, and the imposition on all of our lives and cultivations.”

There was a soft murmuring at the words. The extra steps to get into the mountain were tedious, and submitting oneself to the Inquisitors stole away hours that were better spent cultivating. As far as Chen knew, the veiled bastards hadn’t found anything on any disciple so far.

And they were still pushing for more restrictions, the bastards.

“It was all in service of a lie. Someone is toying with our Shrouded Mountain Sect.”

There was a gasp at his words. Who would dare to attack the Shrouded Mountain Sect? There had been some rumours about a scuffle in the Azure Hills, but nothing conclusive … and those who had been there refused to talk.

“Who could fool the Elders?” one man beside Chen asked, and Elder Zang snorted.

“Shenhe has the blood of her aunt running through her veins. The fool Wen was beguiled by a fox, and so too is Shenhe prone to being led astray. Elder Chongyun is overly cautious by nature, and he jumps at shadows,” Elder Zang stated bluntly. No one else would dare insult other Elders so, but he did it out of hand. He was, after all, part of the main Zang family.

There was more murmuring, and Chen nodded in agreement at the Elder’s words. Elder Shenhe’s deeds, while meritorious, were all done to rid the stain of her blood, and Elder Chongyun’s nature was well known. Some spoke well of his reserved nature, while others derided it. The rest of the Elders were in Closed Door Cultivation. If Elder Shenhe had truly been led astray, and Elder Chongyun had been convinced …

The muttering solidified into agreement then rage. Chen himself was furious. Somebody had actually managed to slap them in the face like this? The Elder’s face was grimly impassive.

“Someone has insulted the heroic bloodline of both the Zang Clan and all the Shrouded Mountain Sect with their deeds. Someone, or something, is trying to orchestrate our downfall, and they shall answer for their crimes—I have chosen you to aid me in this matter for your discretion and skill. You shall aid me in obtaining justice.”

The disciples stood up straighter. “Yes, Elder Zang!” they shouted as one.

“Good. Prepare yourselves for a journey, disguise yourself to remain anonymous. There is something powerful we are hunting, and I will not have it alerted. We shall complete our task in this forest … and then take a detour on our return. We shall be heading into the Azure Hills.”

“Yes, Elder Zang!” they roared as one.

The Azure Hills … that filthy place? How disgusting, but if they had attacked the Shrouded Mountain Sect, Chen would scour the place from top to bottom. The Elder had commanded, and he was to be obeyed.

Chen glanced back to where the Honoured Elder was standing, glaring at a map—when someone else caught his eye. A veiled woman was sitting primly on a chair in the corner; he could just make out the little smile she had on her face.

Chen shrugged and got back to work.

↔

“I shall return as soon as I am able, Junior Brother,” Lu Ri informed Jin as he stood across from the young man at the gate to his home. “I have to report both my mission’s completion and Master Shen’s orders, but that should not take long.”

He would also have to retrieve a better scroll on warding. The rudimentary ones here were good enough to delay most things, but Master Shen had demanded the best quality for his grandson: quality the Cloudy Sword Sect would provide.

“We’ll see you soon, then, Senior Brother,” the man said, reaching forwards to clasp forearms in a more informal style. Lu Ri was surprised, but quite pleased his Junior thought so highly of him.

“Thank you for teaching me that spear style; I have a long way to go, but I’ll get better!” Hong Meiling said with a little grin.

Lu Ri nodded at the woman. She was an interesting student, even if she wasn’t really his disciple. She was raw and unrefined—but she had superb instincts. Lu Ri could easily imagine her, in another life, walking the path of a powerful wandering cultivator. “Oh! And I made you some maple fudge for the road!”

But naturally, her current life was the best for her. “Thank you, Hong Meiling. I shall treasure this.”

Both of them smiled as Wa Shi approached next and gifted Lu Ri with his refined tea formula. Lu Ri carefully stored both treasures, then set about his business, travelling back to the Sect.

The transition from the Qi-oasis to the Qi-desert got less harsh every time Lu Ri experienced it. He travelled along the road and past Verdant Hill with a small, satisfied smile on his face.

Lu Ri … Lu Ri could safely say he had immensely enjoyed his time here. The Lord Magistrate especially was a treasure beyond compare, one that didn’t even have to be cultivated or guided to bring out his full potential. Already he had started classifying every house in his domain, and his work on the postal codes was sublime. Lu Ri had expected some pushback from the citizenry at having to learn something new, but when they were informed about the changes, even the least-pleasant peasant would shrug and say, “Well, if the Lord Magistrate said so, it’s obviously a good idea.”

The Honoured Founders were right. The Virtuous Path was the truest path to power!

↔

“Damn the Shrouded Mountain Sect,” a voice snarled. Yulong, who had been walking through the corpses of the destroyed base, turned to his subordinate. The other man’s teeth were bared in a snarl.

It was easy to see why. Yulong felt the same dull rage as his subordinate at witnessing the carnage. The bodies were blackened, and there were massive pockmarks through the reinforced walls, proof of the lightning’s fury that had been sent against this base.

All of it was the work of Zang Shenhe of the Shrouded Mountain Sect. The woman was on the warpath, tearing through the mountains while she tried to find anything at all that could be considered demonic. Several hidden bases and processing plants had been found already; their only saving grace was that she hopefully hadn’t figured out the bases’ true nature yet—the bases intentionally looked like they belonged to different groups. This facility had been used to craft weapons, quenching them in blood. They had done damn fine work, these men, and Yulong hadn’t been able to evacuate them northwards in time.

Now they were charred corpses on the ground.

Another one of his comrades leaned down and brushed her fingers over a corpse’s eyes, closing them.

“You shall be avenged, brothers and sisters,” she whispered.

Yulong sighed at the waste, and a fresh feeling of loathing for Lu Ban settled in his chest. He had no idea how the little bastard had managed to cock everything up like this. Alerting the Shrouded Mountain Sect and letting the bloodseed of the Twilight Cuckoo’s Triumph get destroyed? Hells, Yulong had so many plans for the division that had been designed to form around the idiot, but here they were without the refined technique.

Now it was his job to limit the damage. A task … well, it was worse than he’d hoped, but better than his most pessimistic calculations.

Shenhe moved fast, and her Inquisitors were better than had been reported …

But a man should perform best when he’s under pressure. Yulong walked through the facility a bit more, seeing the vice captain laid out on the ground. One finger was extended, and a symbol in his own blood lay upon the ground. The man had spent the last of his breath and blood scratching the symbol into the ground—and Yulong smiled at what it meant.

He had Zang Shenhe’s next destination.

And now … she had left him this present. So he would leave her one of his own.

And then he’d deliver to his Master a pretty gift. He had heard Shenhe was a beauty, with hair of spun gold and stormy eyes.

He turned to his still seething subordinates.

“Hey, Beidou, Zhigong.” Both paused and turned to look at him. “Pack up. It’s time for us to start the second stage of the plan.”

His subordinates grinned. “We gonna get her, boss?” Zhigong said, a savage grin on his face.

Yulong smiled and ran his fingers through his black hair, tinted with green. He turned his purple eyes towards the horizon.

His grin was tight as it stretched the freckles on his nose.

“Don’t you worry. Have my plans ever failed before?” he asked.


Epilogue 1
The Special Inspector


It was dark in the forest, the spring boughs of the trees still just bare enough to look like skeletal fingers. The light shone thinly from above down into where Han stood next to the Inspector. His heart was thundering in his chest as he glared around at the clearing they were in, surrounded by enemies.

“Ha! You scurried away like rats, gave my boys a good ole chase! But the tiger has his claws in you now!” the man in front of Sergeant Han declared, his arms crossed over his chest as he leered at them. The bandits surrounding them chuckled malevolently. “Kowtow before this daddy, and I may be merciful and kill you quickly!”

It had been meant to be a simple reconnaissance mission. They’d been sent to track down these bastards, some of the worst scum Sergeant Han had ever laid eyes upon—the Whirling Demon Blade Gang. Not the original one, of course. The heavens-damned bastards were copycats who had turned one of the most hated men in the Azure Hills into their own personal martyr and hero. They raided villages in his name, and raped and murdered as they pleased, all in honour of their chosen champion.

Sergeant Han thought himself a hard man—he’d come from the worst parts of Pale Moon Lake City. He’d seen his share of death and misery, but the smells of the dead and the weeping of the survivors still haunted him.

The Azure Hills Special Investigative Unit had been dispatched to the places deemed most likely to contain the bandits’ hideout. It was bad luck that Han and the Inspector had stumbled upon the whole damn place when it was just the two of them. Even worse, one of the bandits had stumbled upon them and raised the alarm before Sergeant Han had managed to silence him.

Though his luck had been … rather strange lately. Ever since he’d met the Inspector. First, there were the missing children and the crazy bastard who had been trying to sacrifice them to summon a demon, and then there was the stolen guzheng that had been meant for some Sect leader they had to find, and now this.

The entire ramshackle fortress had boiled out to chase them down, and as good as both of them were … the bandits knew the land better than they did.

Sergeant Han swallowed thickly, steeling himself to go out fighting. After all, the man he respected the most was with him, and he wouldn’t be caught wanting! His hands gripped his club, affectionately named “the Great Stick that Pacifies Heaven,” or just “the Pacifier,” as the Inspector called it.

It was a very useful tool in their arsenal. Great for taking prisoners, unlocking doors, persuading people …

“It appears you have caught us, Gu Xiaoming of Grass Sea City,” the Inspector responded blandly to the filthy bandit. He was still standing tall and proud, his face impassive. The handsome bastard looked smooth and unruffled by their flight, his bearing immaculate as always. He was acting like they had just met after a stroll rather than a desperate flight through a dark forest.

“That’s Sun Ming to you, boy,” the man said with a grin, and his bandits laughed.

“Of course, Sun Ming. How could I forget?” the Inspector asked, a hint of that familiar sarcasm leaking through. The bandit, being an idiot, preened. “I do not suppose there’s any room to parley, or perhaps speak of your surrender to rightful governmental authority? Even if you manage to defeat us, if we fail to return, a thousand guards from Pale Moon Lake City will descend upon you.”

The bandit paused to stare at the Inspector, then let out a bellowing laugh. “You’ve got guts, boy! You’ve got guts! I like it—but, well, there won’t be any parley, or speaking of surrender. Outnumbered by a thousand guards? That won’t matter much.”

The man smiled, and then something about him changed. Sergeant Han gagged as intent washed over them—and something became horrifyingly clear. The man was a cultivator. Their worst fears were realised.

“Indeed, civilised government men parlay—but we’re the rebirth of the Whirling Demon Blade Gang, the last survivors, and I the last brother. We don’t let the shackles of the Empire bind us. We’re free men—and we’ll do as we please.” It was all Han could do to stay on his feet, yet the Inspector remained standing, his back straight and his eyes focused. The sash of a government official was vibrant, even in the darkness.

“You’ll do as you please? Well, what happens when the Sects catch wind of this? Or perhaps Cai Xiulan?” the Inspector asked.

The bandit grimaced at the name. “They won’t do shit. We know the alliances and the areas we can go. They’ll sit on their asses like the rest of the Sects, while we get strong—and by the time they ever think to do anything about us, we’ll have the entire Grass Sea under our control.”

Han felt his stomach sink, and he saw the Inspector frown at the statement. It was, unfortunately, a plan that could work. Copying Sun Ken was probably the best idea this idiot bastard had ever had.

“And then one day, I’ll finish what Sun Ken started. Burn the Verdant Blade Sect to the ground and pluck their pretty Orchid! I heard she’s a looker, eh?” the man boasted. “We’re on a one-way ticket to the top of this world!”

The bandits around them all cheered and Han swallowed thickly. The Inspector raised an eyebrow.

“Bold,” he said after a moment, and the bandit laughed again.

“Awww, you’re going to make me blush, boy—maybe I’ll let you watch, eh? I’ll allow you to record my ascent, as my personal servant. Wouldn’t that be great?”

“Unfortunately, I’ll have to decline,” the Inspector answered blandly.

The bandit laughed. “Then I guess I’ll just have to kill you. But since you made me laugh, I’ll be quick about it.”

“Hey, boss. Can I have him? He’s kind of cute,” a voice asked from beside Gu Xiaoming. The woman was missing an eye and had visible pox scars on her exposed stomach. She licked her lips and leered.

“Sure, go ahead, Sister. You can do whatever you want with him, my gift to you!”

Sergeant Han’s eyes narrowed at the disrespect, as something nasty settled in his gut at the thought of the Inspector, quite a young lad still, getting taken by a bandit harlot. He would have been jealous if she were pretty, but Han could smell the bitch from across the clearing! He felt a gentle hand on his arm and a subtle squeeze. The Inspector looked up at the woman.

“My mother always told me to be wary of women of ill-repute and … pungent aroma. So once more, I shall have to graciously decline the invitation.”

“You little shit! I’m going to gut you!” The woman’s face flushed angrily, and the rest of the bandits laughed at her. The Inspector suddenly stiffened, and Han heard the slight buzz that came from his superior’s pocket. Han stifled the grin that had begun forming on his face.

“Last chance to lay down your arms, and perhaps your death will be swift,” the Inspector declared, his voice suddenly hard and commanding.

The bandits paused at the sudden booming quality of his voice. Some flinched backwards.

“You’re still going on about that? Boy, you’re mad! You’re courting a long and painful death, for daring to speak to this daddy that way,” the bandit roared. “No. Tonight, you’ll be our entertainment. I’ll drink your blood, eat your flesh, and sleep in your skin, boy. Sun Ken’s vision will be realised,” the enormous bastard said with a leer. “I swear on the name of the Whirling Demon Blade Gang!”

“Well … do not complain that you weren’t warned.” The Inspector smiled and pulled a transmission stone out of his pocket. “Have you heard enough, Lady Ran?”

“Just An Ran is acceptable, Inspector,” a soft, feminine voice called out of the darkness, as a young woman stepped forwards, her posture serene, a sword floating behind her shoulder. “And this An Ran has certainly heard enough.”

Her hair was done up in a single braid and freckles dotted her nose. She was small, and yet her presence was disproportionate; the sword beside her shimmered for a moment, then split into another, equally sized blade.

The bandits froze at her appearance, and their eyes were drawn inexorably to the symbol emblazoned on her clothes.

Verdant Blade Sect.

The cocky bandits suddenly looked very pale, going still and silent. They were so quiet that the crickets started up again, playing their merry tune. Han let a smile grow on his face.

These bastards are fucked, he thought with a savage grin.

All by the Inspector’s design, of course. Them finding the hideout was a shock … but the assault force meant to take it out … well.

It turns out impersonating a Sect’s hated enemies was really dumb. Especially when the Inspector had the bright idea to send a message to the Verdant Blade Sect, using his authority as a Special Inspector!

“You. You think Sun Ken left any successors? You dare say that our Senior Sister, the Demon-Slaying Orchid, left any of that worthless bloodline alive?” Her voice was calm, like the stillness before a storm.

“I think they do dare, Sister. They insult the honour of both our Sect and our teacher.” The deep voice sounded very out of place coming from such a short boy, as he appeared from behind a tree, taking a flanking position. His eyes were utterly serene. “They dare think our Young Mistress, Cai Xiulan, is anything less than thorough.”

“Well. They’re bandits. By definition, they’re all a pack of unwashed idiots who like to threaten little sisters. They’re not really human, see?” a third voice joined in, cutting off another escape route as a man stepped out of the shadows. His eyes were dead like a rotten fish’s, his words dripped with malice, and his sword was already slick with blood.

“Yeah. The real Sun Ken probably would have killed them for using his name,” a fourth voice chimed in from a tree, where a man with a long green braid was practically lounging. He flipped over so he was hanging upside down and smiled at the bandits. “So … let’s take out the trash.”

In the silence, as the bandits took in the four cultivators of the Verdant Blade Sect, Han could smell the unmistakable scent of a man pissing himself.

“They’re bluffing! Kill them!” Gu Xiaoming roared.

The bandits screamed nearly as one when Xiaoming’s intent forced them into action. Their eyes went wild and they charged into the clearing—even as the big bastard himself turned tail and tried to run.

An Ran nearly disappeared when she leapt after him.

Sergeant Han whipped out the Pacifier. The Inspector pulled free his blade, his eyes steely, and the cultivators pulled free blades of their own.

In the end, they barely had to fight six bandits! Han took care of half, and the Inspector took the other half. Then their own work was done and they had their prisoners.

The rest … well.

Han had seen butcher shops with less blood on the floor. It sure was something to actually see cultivators go to work. People were split in half like logs, or shattered like pottery from blows that could rend iron and obliterate boulders. Dainty An Ran literally kicked one of the bandits’ heads from his shoulders. It was all Han could do to remain as stoic as the Inspector at the sight of the charnel house.

With how utterly terrifying the cultivators were, he was very glad they were on his side.

And cute little Miss An Ran, her face in a serene smile, walked back to them with Xiaoming’s head hanging by its hair from her hand. The man had lasted seconds under her onslaught. There wasn’t any blood on her.

“The Verdant Blade Sect thanks you for your assistance in this matter, Inspector,” she said.

“We were just doing our duty, Lady Ran,” the Inspector replied demurely.

An Ran shuffled slightly. “I would not be averse to going to tea again, Inspector. At least before we depart.” There was a slight flush on her cheeks, and Han held himself back from elbowing the Inspector. That was what, the second cultivator girl? What a guy, the Inspector. Han was almost jealous.

“Of course, Lady Ran. I wouldn’t dream of disappointing you.”

The girl nodded imperiously, while the boys smirked.

“Well, another successful mission, eh?” Han asked.

“Indeed,” the Inspector replied, as stoic as ever. Han clapped his fearless boss on the shoulder, though the man shrugged it off. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I nearly soiled myself.”

Han roared with laughter at the joke.

↔

The Inspector managed to keep his face stoic and his back straight until he got into his room—and then he promptly collapsed to his knees, the sweat pouring down his face instead of just his back.

He wanted to cry and vomit at the same time. Again! It happened again! Why, why, why did this keep happening to him? He slammed onto his back and kicked his legs, grabbing desperately for his sheets so that he could scream into them, his stomach churning.

Not for the first time he found himself wondering how it had come to this. He was supposed to be studying, damn it! He was supposed to be safe and sound in Pale Moon Lake City, not tromping around the Grass Sea!

No, no, he knew why he was here! His mother and father had warned him to be vigilant! They had! But no … he had to think the extra-credit class that Noble Bastard had recommended to him was a good idea. The heavens damn Wu Lee!

At first, he hadn’t thought much of it. It was just a bit of running and drills with the city guards. Magistrates and people in positions of power were supposed to know how to do that, weren’t they? His father had taught him how to run and ride horses, and how to dodge and cut arrows out of the air.

And then there were all those logic tests, just like what his parents and the First Archivist liked to give him, where he had to figure out the perpetrator of a crime from the provided evidence.

One thing led to another and next thing he knew he was standing in front of the Lord Magistrate of the Azure Hills, the Director of Law and Order of the Azure Hills. They had granted him his post as Special Inspector in a special session of court—a position that had been open for thirty damn years because everybody else kept getting assassinated.

And by then he was in too deep to say no, even when he saw the smirking face of the bastard who recommended it to him in the first place in the crowd.

It all reeked of politicking, and he had fallen right into the trap. Perhaps his Lady Mother wasn’t as forgotten as she thought she was.

From there, it only got worse! He had tried to lay low. He had tried to do the bare minimum, but the heavens had it out for his ass! He and Han kept just stumbling across things, even when he took on the most innocuous investigations! Madmen claiming to be demonic prophets, stolen cultivator items, and now a legitimate cultivator gang! What the hells? He wanted to climb into his mother’s lap and bury his face into her stomach while she patted his hair!

But he couldn’t.

He couldn’t drag them into this, not after all they had been through. Besides, they were so far out in the countryside. He couldn’t burden his mother and father with his own mistakes.

Ugh. Speaking of parents, he still had to write them a letter this month. It would be delivered by courier, first back to Pale Moon Lake City, then to another courier for the rest of the journey.

The Inspector sighed as he finally stopped his tantrum. Straightening, he took several deep, calming breaths to center himself, like his father had taught him.

Then he shook his head and went to his desk. Studiously ignoring the perfumed scroll that had the mark of the White Water Sect on his desk, face flushing slightly at the memory of an appreciative Young Mistress, he prepared a few sheets of his own parchment. He hesitated for a moment, trying to think up how to make his lie believable.

Then, with yet another sigh, he began writing.

To My Honourable Father, Lord Magistrate of Verdant Hill …”


Epilogue 2
Children of the Ravine


It was said by the few outsiders who visited the Grand Ravine that to gaze into the depths of that canyon was to gaze upon the majesty of the earth.

The Grand Ravine was over a thousand li long, and its deepest point descended five li into the earth; it had a hundred thousand offshoots and tunnels within it, spreading out into the rock around it. The view of the ground was heavily obscured by trees that grew from the sides of the ravine, parallel to the ground, before sweeping upwards to gather light from the sun.

It even had its own weather system: one of heavy fogs in the morning and light rains, followed by pure skies. It was a world contained within walls. It was, to most, a spectacular, confusing, and alien environment.

To Ulagan Tarkhan, known to those outside his home as Guo Daxian the Younger, it was simply home. Altan, his legendary ancestor, had started the tradition of using false names when interacting with the Imperials. And thus, every member of their Sect bore a fake name when traversing the lands outside their home.

Tarkhan shot through the trees with practiced ease, his Olsokh Ir, or as the Imperials called it, his ascending blade, thudding into tree trunks and allowing him to swing from them. The rope attached to the blade was made by his own hand—a vital tool for every true child of the Grand Ravine. His ancestors had used the blades since time immemorial to traverse the titanic canyon.

The movement within his home was so rote to him that he could allow his mind to wander. He was allowed to take in the colourful cloth that denoted directions, the thousands of birds nesting in the trees and the stone walls, and the aerial flowers dangling from the undersides of the branches. He nodded idly to a set of mortals as they used their own blades to hook onto a tree and clamber across a gap.

He was close to home when he stopped by a waterfall pouring out of the side of the ravine, entering it to wash off the bits of blood and sweat that still clung to him from his mission.

The water came from pure springs deep within the earth; even after travelling throughout the south of the Azure Hills, he’d still tasted nothing as pure and sweet as the water of his home.

He shook out his bandana and once more ascended to the trees, leaping towards the Sect. The air would dry him on the way back and make him look presentable.

The last leg of the journey took him through a winding part of the ravine; it was nearly completely shrouded with trees, so he had to press himself through tiny gaps in the stone. He absently noted the choke points and hidden guards, who knew his Qi well. An intruder would have been dead long before this point.

At last, Tarkhan broke through the claustrophobic tunnel and emerged into a sinkhole filled with light and greenery. To most, it would not look dissimilar to a house that mortals would have created here, albeit bigger. But this was the true compound of the Grand Ravine Sect—not the place for show higher up in the ravine.

He idly noted the servants and the Sect members tending to the fields and beating reeds into fiber for rope.

With one last swing, he landed outside his home—and the person who was awaiting him there.

“You’re nearly late,” his mother said reproachfully. She had on her favourite dress, which was shorter than an Imperial’s, revealing sturdy boots. It was red, emblazoned with patterns in blues and yellows, and on her head was a fur-lined cap. The tattoos that scrawled up her arms were mostly hidden by the sleeves of her dress, but he could see the design on the back of her hands.

She was dressed up for the meeting today, and Tarkhan winced at her tone.

“I’m sorry, Mother, the beast was stronger than the reports indicated, but the Talon Sloth will bother the villagers no more,” he said as he took his pack off his back and revealed the contents. Claws as long as his forearm sat within.

His mother eyed him up and down, searching for falsehood, but found none. His cultivation was nearly her equal, at the Fourth Stage of the Initiate’s Realm, but he was not so foolish as to test her.

Besides, she was his mother. Even if he’d been in the Profound Realm she’d still somehow find a way to tan his hide.

Her eyes narrowed for a moment and her hand reached out. She trailed a finger along the mostly healed cut on his face before cupping his cheek and smiling.

“The Young Hero returns. Good work, my son, but you have duties to attend to. You’re nearly late, and I will not make you actually late.”

Tarkhan smiled back at his mother and headed into the Sect Compound, his father trailing behind him. The center of the house was a grand meeting room, where his father sat at the head of the circular table. The Elders of their Sect Council sat with him.

His father, and most of the Sect Elders, were already ready for the meeting when Tarkhan walked in. His father’s eyes flicked to Tarkhan and he too looked reproachful but said nothing, as Tarkhan was just in time.

His father was stern, but fair, and Tarkhan could tell that the man saw the remnants of injuries on Tarkhan’s body.

Tarkhan took his seat to his father’s right, the position for the heir, and his mother settled in her seat on her husband’s left as was also tradition.

Tarkhan noticed his sister, in her own dress, standing off to the side and preparing tea. Sarnai smiled with pleasure at seeing him again. Her beautiful blue eyes were tianlan, the sky blue near equal to that of Cai Xiulan. The most auspicious colour, and the reason she stayed at home most of the time. Nobody trusted Imperials not to take an interest in the Ravine’s most beautiful rose, and all the internal clans of the Sect already had their own offers prepared for her hand.

“Was it a hard battle?” his father asked, his eyes shadowed slightly by his bandanna. Like the rest of the elders, he had one sleeve off, displaying his tattoos. Tarkhan took his own shirt partially off as well, exposing his own blue, geometric designs.

“Yes, Father. But I emerged victorious. I would estimate it at the Third Stage of the Initiate’s Realm. It’s good we got it when we did.”

“Third Stage? It must have been a mighty battle. You have done well, my son,” he replied before turning to the Elders. Some of them were nodding at Tarkhan’s appearance, while others appeared ambivalent. “As all of us are assembled, we may start early. So begins the Spring Conclave of the Grand Ravine …”

Tarkhan did his best to pay attention as the Elders delivered reports about their territory and spoke of the security of the Grand Ravine.

There were always some Imperial bastards sniffing around and looking for things to exploit. From the resources, to the people, the ravening mouth of the Crimson Phoenix Empire wouldn’t rest until it had consumed everything in the world and made it “properly Imperial.”

Tarkhan would rather cut off his own arm. All of them would have preferred to remain completely free of the Empire … but the choices made long ago had apparently been to bend the knee or be buried and forgotten. The only thing that saved them was that somehow one of their Honoured Ancestors had managed to convince the First Emperor to allow them an “autonomous zone,” where they would be free to do as they pleased. Some said that the document had been altered and that there was another seal under the blazing Imperial phoenix … but others disagreed. None had dared try and scrape off the crimson ink to check. That piece of parchment was one of the most important things the Sect possessed, hidden in their most secure location, with copies being brought out whenever Pale Moon Lake City or Grass Sea City started to complain … though they rarely did.

The Grand Ravine Sect was, after all, the most powerful Sect in the Azure Hills, and the cultured Imperials had little interest in testing the tribal barbarians.

Tarkhan, his mother, and his sister all listened carefully as the Elders gave their reports. Father would quiz the three of them all later on the contents and demand that Tarkhan make his own plan on how to deal with the reported issues before the man would calmly and matter-of-factly explain why Tarkhan was wrong or missing something.

But with the main issues out of the way the conversation turned, as it always did, to the new power in the Azure Hills: Master Jin.

“We should at least make an attempt at communication. The old texts are clear. You said it yourself that the earth speaks in his wake; he is the favoured of the Earth, and the old ways open for him. That means he is the Master of the Ravine,” Elder Gunbol stated, the man’s eyes full of intent. Out of all of them, he had read the fragments of their old texts the most. Those texts were the fractured retellings of some cataclysm that had nearly swallowed the whole Empire. There were also mentions of the Old Hero who was their Lord and Master, uniter of all the clans, and banisher of the Wicked Star.

Contacting Master Jin was a popular view, especially after it came out that two of his disciples were of the northern tribes. The man allowed his disciples to bear the symbols of men who were not truly Imperial, which was … well, it was quite the bold statement.

“The Earth speaks in his wake, yes, yet he has asked not to be bothered,” Elder Khulan retorted, her voice sharp. “I saw him at the end, standing atop the pinnacle. I would not test the sufferance of a man who can have the Elders of the Shrouded Mountain Sect kowtowing before him.”

“There are other avenues open, though. The merchants of the Azure Jade Trading Company are his creatures and shall deliver our message,” Elder Ganzorig mused, the large man scratching his beard.

Tarkhan sighed internally and settled in for another circular conversation, where people brought up star signs, their sacred texts, and the messages of the Ancestors.

→

That night found him heading towards the most important place in the Sect. He was exhausted from the events of the day. His mother and sister had talked his ear off after the meeting, and then he had had to supervise the Sect’s training, and then his little brother had demanded a ride around the compound … But cultivation waited for no man … and the place he was heading to would most assuredly make him feel better.

The guards at the Sanctum were both in the Profound Realm; some of their strongest warriors guarded this sacred place, but these two were nearly superfluous compared to the monster who resided within.

Tarkhan felt the barrier wash over him as he bowed, then stepped past the guards so he could stand before the entrance to the secret, hidden glade … and looked upon the reason why the Grand Ravine Sect was the strongest in the Azure Hills.

There was a crystal sticking out of the ground. Dull amber in radiance, the crystal was a font of Qi and power. The kind of power the other Sects would wage war over—and had waged war over in the past, trying to find the secret to his people’s strength.

It was, to Tarkhan’s knowledge, the place with the most Qi in the Azure Hills.

Tarkhan took a deep breath of nourishing air in, then breathed out as the Qi filled his lungs. He kowtowed once at the entrance to the Sanctum before entering fully.

It was said that a nameless ancestor had found this place in their darkest hour. The fragmented texts spoke of some event, some cataclysm, that found the world in chaos and the natural order upended. They were assaulted on all sides by Imperials gone mad, the soldiers pushing into the ravine, attempting to take their land and kill their people.

In the chaos of the time, he had found this wellspring—and initially, in order to gain the strength necessary to protect his people, he’d begun to consume it.

But as he’d begun the task of refining his Qi, the earth had begun to tremble and scream; he was assaulted by visions of unimaginable pain and could feel his strength draining away.

It was at that moment he realised that it was foolish to consume it all for himself and tear it out of the ground. That if he took this place of power, his descendants would be without a place to cultivate, which would doom them more than the battles of the present.

Like it had to the Ancestors before him, the Earth spoke, and he listened.

And the Grand Ravine Sect had reaped the rewards ever since. It was a testament to their bloodline that not one member of the Sect had dared to do what the Honoured nameless ancestor had forbidden. Because of that, the crystal had stood for thousands of years, nourishing each generation of the Grand Ravine Sect.

He kowtowed before the crystal and was careful to remain quiet. His grandfather sat directly under the crystal, his eyes closed and his breathing so shallow it seemed that he was dead. The most powerful man in the Azure Hills—before Master Jin had arrived—had not dared to consume this sacred place and break into the Spiritual Realm. The old Master would die before he dishonoured his ancestors and bloodline so.

In addition to the crystal, there were three ancient statues. One was of a man of the ravine; even with the weathering, his tattoos were obvious, carved into the stone. The other two … were not his people, yet they bore artifacts of the ravine. The man in the center, his face worn off by time, held an ascending blade and was dressed in fine clothes. Some said it was a statue of the First Emperor, when their Sect had made their deal. Tarkhan … wasn’t so sure. The last was of a woman. Her eyes had worn off … and yet she still had a cheeky grin, dressed half like an Imperial and half like a proper woman. It was quite fetching, in Tarkhan’s opinion, but alas, Imperial girls had the gall to call the clothes of the ravine ugly.

Ugly! When his sister existed!

Give him a girl with a bow and a hunting hawk! That was a proper woman, rather than some icy, “well-dressed” beauty.

Though now that Cai Xiulan had a real fire in her, she wasn’t bad …

He huffed as he sat down in front of the statue of ravineman and centered himself.

Listen, for the Earth speaks, he thought.

The mantra of the Grand Ravine Sect. Qi flowed into his body as he circulated it, but like always he had trouble truly assimilating it. He’d always been skeptical of stories from other provinces that said they advanced realms in days and they could consume all the energy from a cultivation pill.

Nobody in the Azure Hills could do that.

He cultivated; he had the next three days, as a reward for doing his duty, and he intended to make the most of them.

Listen, for the earth speaks. Listen, for the Earth—

Like always, the earth was silent … until suddenly, it wasn’t. There was a pulse of something. An echo, singing out and reverberating through the land. A voice came to him, cutting out and halting, but he heard it.

We shall honour the past, and nurture and protect the future—not merely of our own kin, but all who live in these hills. We seek not glory, or to advance our station above all others—only to put into practice those ideals that we know to be true—

Tarkhan’s eyes snapped open as there was a pulse of something … and then a mighty crack. His heart skipped a beat as he felt something minute shift inside him—and in his grandfather as he felt the old man break through into the Spiritual Realm, without consuming the power of the crystal’s Qi.

His eyes opened too, brimming with triumph and tears, but his first words were not of his accomplishment.

“Boy, you heard it. You heard it, didn’t you?” his Honoured Grandfather demanded.

“Yes, Grandfather. I heard it,” Tarkhan replied.

Something had changed.


Sidestory Part 1
The Man Who Would 
Be Hong Xian


It was on the fourteenth day of the Month of the Plum when Hong Xiansan—though most just called him San—Third Son of the 76th Hong Xian of Hong Yaowu, did leave the village of his birth to receive an education in the city. It was his honourable father’s compensation for not being the one to inherit everything, and he was touched that his family cared for him so, that they would be willing to fund such an expensive endeavour. San took a breath and stared up at the sky. The weather was of a typical nature for this time of year. Slightly cold with some cloud cover and a path laden with barely melted snow.

It was a larger affair than he had been expecting, with the entire village there to bid him goodbye. They had had a feast the night before, wherein he received gifts for his journey. Now they all stood lined up in front of him. There was his best friend Ten Ren and the tribal girl who had started hanging around with them all, Hu Li. Big Yao Che, his older brother’s best friend who had to continuously drag his eyes away from Tang Mei, the prettiest girl in the village. The others made up the near-hundred-strong population.

They clapped him on his back or shouted words of encouragement to the boy heading to the big city, until finally the gathering dwindled and there were only three left. His father smiled warmly at his thirdborn. His face was creased with wrinkles, and despite his missing arm, he was still as vital as ever.

“I bid you safe journeys, my son. May it be uneventful, and dare I say boring,” his father said with a little smile. San had almost refused the opportunity his father wanted to grant him after he had seen how much money the scribe program was going to cost his family … but his brother had talked him into it.

He wouldn’t have minded staying in the village forever.

“You’ve got your money, right? And your map? You must be careful! Don’t go into any alleyways …” his dear mother fretted, as she chewed her lip. San did what he could to assuage her worries, but he knew she wouldn’t ever stop. He loved her for it, even if sometimes it was smothering.

And then, it was the last person’s turn. His beloved older brother, and rival. Try as he might, San never could best him when it came to the knowledge of medicine.

Hong Xian dropped his hand onto San’s head, ruffling his hair. San slapped the hand away and glared at the cheeky grin on the village prankster’s face.

Not that anybody could stay mad at Xian for long, even after he turned somebody’s skin blue. His brother was far too charismatic for that—and too good at his job. He was the village chief in all but name anyway, as he took more and more work from their father.

“Ah man, I’m almost jealous, little brother. I wish I could see the city but, well, you know?” he said with a sigh. “Bring us back some neat city stuff—like good wine, or maybe even a girl, eh?”

San huffed at the ribbing and rolled his eyes. Him? Find a city girl? The heavens falling was more likely. The girls always found San too studious and boring, much to his chagrin. Too-Serious San.

“I’ll find you a broken roof tile or a piece of paving stone,” San deadpanned, and his older brother laughed.

“Good luck, little brother. But I don’t think you’ll need it.” San blushed at the confidence in his brother’s voice, swallowed, then turned away from them and set his feet on the road.

→

His first destination was the town of Verdant Hill. It was the largest town he had ever been to, accounting for some two thousand souls. It was a slightly run-down-looking place. The people here were a bitter folk, constantly complaining about one thing or another. The most common cause for their complaints was the old Lord Magistrate: a man who had embezzled much money and had terribly mismanaged the region in his sixty years of rule before he finally had the grace to die of a cancer.

The people spat upon and cursed his name, and San did not envy the next Lord Magistrate, whenever one was next appointed. It had been years, after all, with Verdant Hill too unimportant a place so the government was dragging its heels.

He wanted to get out of this town quickly. Hong Xiansan travelled through the trash-filled streets, until he came to the yearly caravan that would take him south—and though it was called the yearly caravan, some years it did not run at all.

The Master of the caravan, a hard-looking man, greeted him cordially as San presented the payment, and within the day he was travelling down a bumpy dirt path.

It was a rather uncomfortable journey, but as his father had predicted, it was also rather boring. Most days he ate alone, either reading his medical texts, looking at the sky, or doing the exercises his father had taught him in between bites. San would never say he was particularly skilled with a sword or spear, but he was passable with his fists.

They met not a single Spirit Beast nor impediment to their path, save for a week where it rained too heavily to travel. But San did find some medicinal mushrooms and treated one of the oxen for an infection. The caravaneers warmed up considerably to him after that, and he spent most of the rest of the trip administering advice to the men and looking after the animals. They even invited him to eat alongside them in the evenings, which was rather enjoyable.

And then, thirty-nine days after he left the village of his birth, he arrived at his destination: Pale Moon Lake City.

His first opinion of it was … that its smell was utterly repulsive. He disliked it immensely and wanted to go home.

But alas, he could not. So he hardened his heart, tried not to breathe out of his nose, said goodbye to the caravaneers, and set off to find accommodations … as well as the testing ground. He would have to wait three weeks until the start of the entrance exams, but better too early than too late.

→

Despite the poor introduction, the coming week proved that the city wasn’t all that bad. San made a friend while studying in the Archives. Lin Bao was really the first person outside his brother that San could regard as a peer. The thin boy had a mind as sharp as a blade and could best San in matters of mathematics. They stayed up all night working on mathematical formations and studying natural law, or vigourously debating the merits of different kinds of pulleys. They plumbed the Archives together, reading random treatises and challenging each other to complete unfinished formations.

Lin Bao was also much more familiar with city life than San, so it was nice to have a guide.

It went without saying that San passed the scribe exams and entered into the Imperial College of the Azure Hills. The students of the Academy received dorm rooms if they wished, and San and Bao roomed together. That way, they could work on projects without having to leave the comfort of their rooms! Bao was a fine cook, and San didn’t mind doing the laundry.

And so, time passed. One year, then two, as San learned the way scribes wrote, logistics, and new things he hadn’t even considered. He also learned how to roughly navigate the city with Bao, though they stuck to the main roads. The city had a reputation for dangerous alleyways.

Every four months, he received a letter from home. A rather extravagant expense, to have a courier deliver such things, but one San could afford with his own work … namely prescribing various remedies to his fellow students and teachers. It was hard to source all he needed, but his ancestors’ remedies were most efficacious—enough so that San got a reputation for reliability.

San told his family about his schooling and the things he had learned in the intervening months, as well as any scandals in the capital, like the time there was an honest-to-heavens cultivator fight in the city that had hurt somebody from the Wu family.

His own family responded with how things were at home. The state of the crops, and of the village, the fact that a new magistrate was finally being appointed … and, as always, his brother’s entirely-too-amused jab about San finding a “beautiful and refined city girl” to marry.

San always rolled his eyes whenever he got to that part of the letter. There were no women who would be interested in a country rube studying to be a scribe.

And so life continued. San and the rest of his classmates even started doing half days at the Magistrate’s palace in order to get a better understanding of the job they would be required to do upon completion of their studies.

It was a rather nice life. No working in the fields, no having to do medicine on animals … San could definitely live like this.

Until, of course, he actually did meet the city girl like his brother kept chiding him about … though she was probably considerably different than what his brother had imagined.

Elegant? He later learned that she could be incredibly elegant when she chose to be, enough to fool even nobles.

But refined? Not a chance in hell.

A short, slim, freckled woman with amethyst eyes. One from the slums. The kind of woman thought of in a derogatory way derogatorily by a noble when they scoffed about people from the city. A filthy guttersnipe of a woman with a thick accent who probably had a body count to her name after shanking somebody in an alleyway.

“Do you need a hand?” was what he’d first asked the scullery maid struggling with her load of root vegetables. It was a simple kindness, and one his parents had drilled into him. He honestly thought he would never see the woman again.

She was uneducated. Rough-and-tumble.

And not at all the kind of woman San would fall in love with.

So, it came as rather a surprise to him when he did.

↔

Liling of Pale Moon Lake City didn’t exactly know what to think of “San” as he helped her carry the load of root vegetables. The man was in the robes of an aspiring scribe, and they rarely did this kind of shit—or rather, they rarely helped her, because she was blemished, cursed as she was to be covered in freckles. No rich man wanted a wife who looked like her, so while some of the other pretty ladies got hit on, and some even landed a relatively well-off man, Liling got nothing.

But this guy had seen her struggling and had offered to help. She had been suspicious at first, until she’d gotten a good look at him. He was such a country boy that she could practically smell the cow shit on him. People always talked about how easy it was to scam fresh meat, the bumpkins all wide-eyed and bewildered by the city. They were used to places where people told the truth. Liling thought it would be strange to not expect to be scammed. But, well, if he wanted to help her, and hadn’t even asked to lift her skirts for it, she was going to take shameless advantage of that.

Liling had led a hard life; a little bit of respite was always welcome.

Though if he got his head on straight and asked for proper compensation, she might not even be entirely opposed to a tumble. He was kind of hot.

In a dumbass, naïve way that made her want to stop him from getting taken advantage of, the cute bastard.

Still, she had thought it a one-off thing, she was new to this position, and she would likely never see him again.

But it turned out that she did see him again. He bumped into her while she was carrying her load of radishes to the kitchens.

He again asked if she needed help … and Liling accepted.

She ended up getting introduced to Bao too. He was a city boy. From one of the richer families, and he always seemed amused at her presence, but surprisingly … not dismissive, entirely.

With them … they treated her like an actual person, instead of like furniture. The boys even shared some of their food with her.

So of course, she started hanging around more. They were free food! They paid her to go get things from the Archives, so they could go over their copy limit! Hells, it was great!

Because of that, she started giving back. Just a bit, so they wouldn’t wise up to her taking advantage of them. She nicked some formulas from a bastard apothecary for San after he cured her cough. She found out where the best prices on paper were when San complained about the price bump. She made a deal with another maid to get cheaper ingredients for when they wanted to cook. Whatever they needed, she could source. She occasionally made meals for them, and when they were real busy, she cleaned their room.

And Hells help her, when they said they wanted to go and explore the city a bit more, she had agreed to guide them—as long as they followed her instructions.

But, just her luck, they all got in a fucking pickle—all of them surrounded by Fish Gut Lane Gangers. New bloods, looking to throw their weight around and earn merit to get higher in the gang.

Meaning the bastards were definitely gonna steal all they had, and then either just cut them up good, or more likely gut them and leave them to rot.

“Eh, the girl is ugly, but we can still have some fun …” the ganger said, leering at them all.

Liling grimaced as she counted the smirking bastards approaching. Bao looked like he was about to shit himself … but San? San had gone from “mildly concerned” to looking … intense. Like he was going to fight.

“Careful, country boy, this ain’t a barnyard scrap. These guys … they’re different than any brawl you’ve been in,” she whispered to him, and San nodded grimly.

Everybody knew that the city was superior to the country. Or at least, that was what everybody said. City folk were more worldly. San probably had all these honourable ideas in his head that could get him killed.

She clutched the knives she had beneath her skirts and handed one to the shaking Bao.

San surged forwards just as the gangers came at them. Liling pretended to look scared—and then she hurled sand from her pocket into the bastard’s eye and gave him a good one right in the belly. The ganger squealed like a pig from the shiv in his guts. In the distraction Bao managed to catch the arms of the thin man attacking him and then smash him into the wall with desperation-fueled strength.

Liling’s head snapped up—only for her jaw to drop. Two guys were already down near San, and a second later she watched him put a third man into the dirt with a strange kind of throw, the ganger’s arm breaking with a snap before his head smashed into the wall. Continuing the motion, San kicked a fourth in the face so hard his jaw broke.

After that, he just moved on to the next one trying to shiv him, dancing around the blow before headbutting the fifth and moving on to the leader.

All she and Bao could do was stare while San brutalised the leader, his face an expressionless mask, and his fists pounding into flesh while the erstwhile leader squealed and begged.

And after it was all over, when they were standing outside the alley, she asked a question.

“How the hells are you so strong, country boy?” she demanded.

“Oh. We have a ritual we do on the solstice where the village leaders have to dance all night,” he said, sounding embarrassed. “I’ve been training for years so I can do it properly—that, and tending to the herb farms, smithing with Yao Che, and hunting with Ten Ren …” He trailed off as he noticed the both of them staring at him.

“Ha! Not just a scroll-eater, eh?” Liling let out a bark of relieved laughter. “Guess you can’t say country boys are weak. But what the hells got you so riled up, eh? You hit ’em real good.”

“They said they were going to … do things to you,” the dumbass said, still looking to be in a foul mood.

Liling’s face turned crimson at the bastard’s words. Bao rolled his eyes dramatically.

And so a bitch of a guttersnipe found the first real friends she ever had.

So when her two incredibly smart idiots got dragged into a horseshit noble’s power plays, she went striding into hell with them, like the fucking moron she was.

↔

It had started off innocently enough, Lin Bao reflected.

“These will be good jobs to get to know your superiors and to have them think favourably of you. I know you’re both competent men, Lin Bao, Hong San, else I would not have made the recommendation.” Their kindly Senior smiled at them, but Bao knew it was strained. The man looked like he hadn’t been getting much sleep and, well, there were rumours that he had been caught up in a cultivator attack, of all things. The man had had some of the best scores in centuries until they suddenly dropped off. Bao was smart enough not to pry into the reasons, lest offense be taken.

Poor fellow. There was a shakiness to his hands that hadn’t been there before.

Bao looked down at the slips and considered the job description. It boiled down to them being minor clerks who would be called on to do anything from filing paperwork to auditing account books. Little better than servants, with slightly higher status and access to restricted areas.

Disappointing. He had hoped for better, but their Senior was probably right.

“Thank you for your assistance, Senior,” San replied simply. Bao smiled at his dutiful and serious friend. His own experiences of life in a little village always made what Bao considered hard work not too hard at all—and Bao certainly wasn’t going to let his friend think he was soft! Well, it was better than stumbling around.

“Thank you for your assistance,” Bao said as they took the slips. “Now … what do we owe for this favour?”

It was the nature of Pale Moon Lake City that one did not give without receiving in turn.

San got his usual surprised look on his face, while their Senior smiled.

“You’ll go far, Lin Bao. As for the favour … I need some assistance organising these. It won’t take too long.” Their Senior gestured to a pile of maps and what looked to be information on the various Commandaries and Magisterial positions in the Azure Hills.

Oh? Their Senior was looking to make it big. Where did he want to be assigned? Somewhere like the Dueling Peaks? Or perhaps Grass Sea City? It was an amusing thought exercise as Bao worked, his attention split between it and the easy task of organisation. It was strange that others struggled, but that was just his gift. It was barely an hour gone, with their Senior looking pleased at their work, when San spoke up.

“All of these are missing Verdant Hill,” he said, sounding confused as he leafed through the pages.

“I beg your pardon?” Their Senior turned his head to look at San, who was frowning at the map.

“Yes, Senior. The position is marked as being filled in the most recent maps, but the Magistrate has been dead for years now,” San replied. “Was there a paperwork error? They’ve been waiting for a new Magistrate to be dispatched, but none have appeared. I suppose this is why.”

“Truly?” The man suddenly seemed interested. “What sort of town is Verdant Hill?”

“It’s a boring, sleepy place, where nothing much of anything happens,” San said with a shrug.

“Oh? No cultivators to deal with?” He’d said it like it was some grand jape, but Bao could feel the intent in his words. The underlying terror.

“Not in centuries, I would say,” San stated. “The Sects stay in the south, and there aren’t really even bandits.”

Their Senior’s eyes went far away for a moment before he shook his head. “I’ll make sure everything gets fixed,” he promised, suddenly seeming happier. “I’ll have the post filled within the year, mark my words.”

San blinked, then smiled tentatively as the man went about his business.

And thus Bao and San started their first day and got their first real job—

Weeding a garden in the palace.

Bao had been extremely angry about the assignment, barely managing to keep his frustration under wraps. They were highly educated men! They shouldn’t be weeding!

When he arrived and found out it was a garden of medicinal herbs, however, he was mollified. It ended up being less of a busywork chore than Bao thought, requiring someone with knowledge to do the work. San started up a conversation with the elderly caretaker, who was pleased at the chance to talk to Bao’s friend about medicine. It was always interesting learning new things, and the old man was a fountain of both information and juicy gossip.

He so enjoyed himself that the old man bid them come back the next day, and they obliged him, helping him fill out orders and assisting him with all the minutiae of dealing with herbs. It was an easy, fulfilling job, and one Bao quite enjoyed … until one of the other shifts had the absolute gall to steal some herbs—including an extremely expensive herb that had Qi in it.

With Bao and San’s combined intellects, however, the perpetrators were caught. They had made several mistakes in their heist: a spot of mud, a recently moved door, a shoe with a matching size … They managed to bring swift justice down upon the thieves’ heads, recovering all the herbs—all except the expensive, Qi-filled one. Even under intense … ah, questioning the men insisted that they’d left it in what had turned out to be an empty cache.

Their victory slightly soured, the two men had complained about it to Liling, who had taken to hanging around them. Bao was still uncertain of the guttersnipe, but she hadn’t stolen any of their money yet, so he’d slowly grown to trust her and relax.

And then she dropped the firecracker of a claim: She could find the damn thing for them.

“You can smell Qi? I don’t believe you!” Bao shot at the ragamuffin, who looked entirely too smug. He was standing up, with his hands planted on the table, glaring at her.

“Damn right I can. How about this: I take you to the weird smell, and if it’s the herb … you give me your part of the reward,” Liling replied with a vicious grin on her face. The look she had nearly made Bao hesitate, but … well, this way he’d either gain some prestige or would get to put the smug ass in her place. Win-win.

“And if I win, you’ll refer to me as Master Bao,” he replied. Liling grimaced, but then she spat in her hand and held it out for him to shake in some barbaric inner-city oath.

San wasn’t paying attention, which was forgivable, seeing that Liling was practically shoving her arse in his face as she leaned across the table to leer at Bao.

She knew that she was doing it too, the harlot. Bao had warned his friend about this devilish woman! He was entirely too pure for this lewd monster! San caught barely any of her innuendo! She constantly tried to distract Bao’s friend and corrupt his brilliant mind!

Thus, Bao made a deal with the beast.

Liling found the herb in an out-of-the-way storage house, the plant moved there inadvertently by a maid who’d found it while cleaning.

Bao had cursed long and hard at the stupid, smug grin that San later described as a “pretty smile.”

Really! A pretty smile! Bao knew much better women for San than the insolent, blemished—ugh. Nice, soft girls like the daughter of the Chow family, who wasn’t so crass and crude and wouldn’t interrupt the time he spent with his intellectual equal.


Sidestory Part 2
Pale Moon Mayhem


They gained a reputation after that as reliable men, and that notoriety catapulted them both skywards as reliable problem solvers … and more and more cases started coming to them.

Next, they foiled a plot to poison a minor official, as it turned out San was immune to that particular poison from accidentally poisoning himself in his youth with the same concoction. Seeing San’s bland, bored pronouncement of “this is poisoned” after he’d drunk the tea meant for another had panicked Bao so much he’d punched San in the stomach to make him vomit it up.

San had been laughing the entire time!

After that, an inheritance dispute was settled—because one fool was worse than he’d thought at forging signatures. Bao had taken great delight in tearing the man down and seeing the despair in his eyes while San had played the part of the muscle.

Third, another case of poisoning … but this time, it was self-inflicted, the noble lady poisoned by, of all things, her own white, lead-based makeup! San had been absolutely furious at that one; that lead was poisonous was common knowledge, but in the pursuit of beauty, the women had harmed themselves. Bao had had to go through and convince thirty-two noble ladies that the substance was bad for them. They were more inclined to listen to his upper-district accent than San’s rougher, country speech.

It was exciting. It was stimulating! Liling occasionally played a role in their tasks since the street rat was … well, she was far, far more intelligent and observant than Bao had thought. Her interruptions were becoming less annoying, as she’d revealed a quick mind behind the gutter speech. She was poor and uneducated, not stupid, and the small amount of time San and Bao had spent teaching the woman had paid dividends. Bao had even discovered that he rather liked teaching … or at least liked teaching people as smart as Liling.

The lessons had even spawned a truce of sorts between himself and Liling. There was less sniping and trying to one-up each other … which led to a night of all three of them thinking of solutions that could be implemented for the poor of the city. Liling had been … well, he wouldn’t say touched by his observations and ideas, but the insults of the prickly weed of a woman lost their bite.

She was almost a friend … despite her shamelessly flirting with San all the time. Bao had given up on that front.

Life was good.

Until the veiled woman came to them.

The veiled woman had no name, yet the senior officials had told them to obey without question. Bureaucrats who could decide the lives of hundreds of thousands, if not millions of men with their power all looked like a ghost had walked over their graves, bowing and scraping like minor functionaries.

The woman brought them to a body so savaged Bao nearly vomited from the carnage. San, however, seemed as calm as ever.

“How … how are you not—” Bao managed to gasp out.

“What sort of healer hasn’t seen any dead bodies?” San replied, his voice tight. “In through your nose, out through your mouth. It will pass, my friend.”

Bao swallowed thickly, thankful for his friend’s calm countenance, and turned to the mystery woman.

“The assassination attempt was aimed at me. I am told you are skilled men who can investigate anything and uncover the truth of the matter. Do not fail me in this,” she commanded.

Bao and San nodded and got to work.

⬜

An attempted assassination. A convoluted plot that left a trail straight to the highest echelons of the Azure Hills. A pervasive smell that Liling spoke of, which made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

And then there was the stalker. Someone, something that didn’t want them to find out the truth. The danger grew far beyond what any sane person could take. But they were in far, far too deep.

They found a series of blood splatters that revealed where the assailant had fled.

It led to a trip through the sewers, where there were rats the size of dogs and fish the size of boats. There, they gained a description of the assailant from the lost and the broken who lived there—a description, and the name of the man’s employer.

All culminated in an infiltrated party, where they hoped to find correspondence of a noble who had their fingers in the plot.

⬜

San stared blankly at the jade beauty before him. Clad in fine silks, she had her hair done up to expose the smooth, creamy nape of her neck in the style popular with noble women. Her amethyst eyes drew all who stared into their depths.

“Good morn to you, noble sir,” she said in greeting. Her voice was smooth, elegant, and refined.

San gawked at Liling, his mouth open.

“She cleans up quite well—as you can see, my skills are quite amazing, no? Even this thistle can be a rose!” Bao boasted. “You know, it’s actually quite annoying that you look this good.”

“Awww, shaddup,” Liling groused in her thick inner-city accent, showing no trace of the elegance from before as she picked at her silk clothes. “There’s a pound of this shit on my face to cover up my freckles. Let’s get this crap ova with!”

And so, they escorted the new noble lady to their destination, a party in the Noble District—or as Liling called it, “Asshole Avenue.”

“Hey, San …” Liling asked as they got into the carriage that would take them to their destination.

“Yes, Liling?”

“Do I look good?”

San turned and considered her carefully.

“Yes. You look good. But … I like you better without it,” he replied.

San thought it rather a shame she and Bao had covered up her freckles. They’d become quite charming the more he looked at them.

Liling’s face turned crimson even through the white on her face. Bao rolled his eyes.

Their gambit was successful. They got into the party, got the letter … and then they got caught by the First Daughter and Young Mistress of the Wu Clan. A rather nasty woman who had spent the whole night either laughing about how her relative had been crippled or insulting Liling.

The woman started threatening them upon discovery … until Liling just hauled off and smashed her fist into the cow’s face, breaking her nose and knocking her out cold.

⬜

But what they read in that letter didn’t solve things. Instead, it only served to make the conspiracy worse.

Things after that somehow, impossibly, became more serious.

A vicious game of cat and mouse, of plans and counter plans, of piecing together evidence guided by Liling’s ability to smell Qi.

And then … disaster. Somebody broke into their rooms and stole all their evidence. Liling was missing, and they weren’t sure if she was alive or dead.

A high-ranking official accused San and Bao of being the true culprits, with manufactured evidence. Evidence that they could not immediately refute, and all of a sudden it was their heads on the chopping block.

They were taken prisoner and held in the outskirts of the city. The situation seemed hopeless.

Until Liling turned back up, dressed like a boy, and in the company of a cultivator.

She had all of their evidence. Everything they needed. They broke out of the jail, with one goal—the veiled woman, as they finally had solved the case.

But their captors weren’t keen on letting them go … and they had also brought a cultivator.

↔

Bao’s high-pitched scream of panic filled the air, broken occasionally by his commands to steer the carriage in one direction or another.

San had a sword out, the brave fool cutting arrows out of the air while using a slab of wood as a shield for Bao. Despite his defence, he had three arrows sticking out of his hastily padded clothes.

Liling was driving the damn thing and screaming at the horses to go faster even as their mortal assailants caught up, the cultivators distracting each other for the moment.

A flash of light. An arrow from where San couldn’t defend.

Bao, still screaming, threw his arm in front of San, the arrow punching all the way through it … but it slowed the projectile enough that it didn’t punch into San’s liver.

They defended each other. They bled for each other. And in the end, they reached their destination with minutes to spare.

⬜

A scribe, an apprentice archivist, and a scullery maid presented their findings to a court, and to an amused-looking veiled woman.

Their reward? Their names stripped from the record, and any involvement they had in the crisis redacted. It was simultaneously the best and worst payment they had ever received.

Oh, they got some silver later, and the veiled lady gave all three of them strange talismans that she said would protect them … but San had his doubts.

The rest of the officials made rather pointed insinuations that they should probably leave the city.

⬜

Liling sighed and took a swig of her bottle, looking at the two men who were sitting with her.

“Fuck! This sucks!” Liling whined after a moment, snuggling into San’s arms. He reached absently around her and pulled her tight against his chest. It was exceedingly comfortable.

“It does. But … it’s better than the alternative.” Bao sighed, the skinny man looking exhausted, with his arm in a sling. Liling found herself worried. People with wounds like that lost their arms more often than not on the streets, but San had said he would be fine. Damn skinny bastard had made her worry about him! “I dare say we got out well, didn’t we, Brother San?”

“Yes, we did, Brother Bao. It’s a shame, but … I think this may be for the best. I’ve had enough excitement for one lifetime.”

Of course the boys had had to do that whole manly-man thing and swear brotherhood to each other. They both had dopey smiles at calling each other brother, but … well, she wouldn’t interfere. They had earned this, and Bao had saved San’s life by blocking that arrow. Liling owed him for a lifetime because of that … but the only thing she could really do as repayment was cook. Eh, he said he really liked those pork belly dumplings she made.

Though speaking of the dumplings …

“You’ve eaten quite a lot of those …” Liling gestured at the former mound of food in front of them.

“You only live once! And food is too good to not enjoy!” Bao replied, though there was a slightly manic edge to it as the thin man bit down on another dumpling. “The bigger question is … what do we do now?”

The table became silent for a few seconds, and then San spoke.

“We go to Verdant Hill. Like I said to our Senior, it’s a quiet backwater. Nobody will ever care about us if we’re there. There’s enough work there that needs to be done that I doubt we’ll ever be bored.”

Bao considered it, then nodded, stuffing another dumpling in his mouth.

“Well. That’s all good for you two, I guess, but what the hells am I going to do?” Liling demanded.

San blinked, cocking his head to the side. “Come with us and marry me,” he stated, as if it was obvious.

Liling paused. Then her face flushed.

“I guess I can do that,” she whispered.

They started drinking again.

“Oh, the ol’ spry whore, the ol’ spry whore, and the donkey that came in her back door!” Bao, Liling, and San slurred together, as they downed another bottle of rice wine—and then Liling got an idea.

One Bao found hilarious.

Liling ran her tongue slowly up San’s bare chest, lapping up a stream of wine. “Tasty,” she said with a throaty moan, while Bao howled with laughter.

↔

Thirty-two days after they left Pale Moon Lake City, they caught sight of Verdant Hill. It really was a small place, Bao reflected, compared to Pale Moon Lake City. But at least they were finally there, so he’d no longer have to pretend to ignore San and Liling’s “subtle” sneaking off into the forest.

But there was something off about the town. Something that differed from San’s stories.

“It’s a lot cleaner than I remember,” San said, sounding confused.

Indeed, the streets were pristine and the sound of construction echoed out from the town. The people looked happy and determined. It was quite a nice place, though as they walked through it, they were struck by the fact that the palace still looked quite run-down, particularly compared to the rest of the revitalised town.

They spent the night in the tavern, where they spoke to many people, all of whom had good things to say about the newly appointed Lord Magistrate. A man of the people, they called him.

So it was with great enthusiasm that they went to speak with their new employer.

They blinked with shock at the Lord Magistrate. Their kindly Senior, now the Lord Magistrate of Verdant Hill, blinked back.

“As I said: The town would have a Magistrate within the year,” he reminded them as primly as he could.


Sidestory Part 3
Joy and Sorrow


Liling was nervous. Hellishly nervous, as they walked towards Hong Yaowu so that she could meet San’s family for the first time. She had never really had a family, save for her mother, and the woman was insane. Always ranting about constellations and the heavens, then getting drunk after another night of lying with some random man for coin.

Then one day she’d disappeared, and Liling was left alone in an uncaring world.

The way San talked about his family? He loved them. He adored them. They sounded so great, so warm, so welcoming.

She was terrified of them hating her. Of denying their relationship. She knew San would marry her anyway, his family’s opinion be damned, but she … she didn’t want him to lose that warm look he had whenever he spoke about them.

They were waiting at the entrance to the tiny village for the trio. It seemed everybody was eager to meet her and Bao.

Liling thought she was going to pass out, as she stopped in front of the people who looked so much like San, her head dipping into a formal bow—

Then she was instantly scooped up into the arms of San’s mother, the woman burying her face into Liling’s shoulder and wailing.

“My daughter! My son has brought me a daughter! Oh, you’re so cute! And you saved him! Oh heavens, thank you! Do you need food? Do you need anything?”

Liling … had no idea how to respond to the barrage of questions the woman was dumping on her, but the embrace was so wonderfully warm.

The older man who could only be San’s father smiled and shook his head. “Stop smothering her, dear,” the man gently scolded, pulling his wife off Liling with his one arm, the other sleeve fluttering empty. The woman immediately spotted Bao … and the waterfalls miraculously began to flow again as the other boy was grabbed and pulled into a loving embrace. Bao seemed to find the whole thing hilarious, as he hugged the woman back … and then started to list out all the different food he wanted to try, San’s mom nodding along.

She snapped her attention back to the scrutinising gaze of the patriarch of the family. He looked her up and down, then San up and down, and nodded. “Welcome to our village and our home, Liling,” the man stated simply, and most of the tension unwound itself from her chest.

There was one last person, however.

“Hey.” San’s older brother was looking at her, his face carefully neutral.

“Yes, Elder Brother?” Liling asked nervously.

“You want to learn how to turn somebody’s skin blue?”

“Fuck yes.” The answer was out of Liling’s mouth before she realised what she was saying.

San’s brother broke out into a beatific smile. “We’re going to get along fine, you and I,” Hong Xian declared, then turned to San. “Look at that, married before me, you sly dog! And what did I say, I knew you’d find a city girl!”

“Come on, come on! You must be so tired! We have tea, and I’ll get started right away on dumplings! Daughter, Bao, you two must call me Mother, or Auntie!” San’s mom demanded.

Liling and Bao were pulled into the home of the Hong family like they belonged there. Like they were already family.

Liling smiled as San took hold of her hand.

Maybe this was home after all.

→

Liling was, after a few hours, formally introduced to the rest of the village women by San’s mom, Fu.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Liling,” said Tang Mei. The soft, pretty woman who wouldn’t look out of place on a noble’s arm was one of the prettiest girls Liling had ever seen. Liling felt tongue-tied just being in her presence, though she managed to stop herself from immediately resorting to groveling deference.

Liling was getting a feel for these people, and one and all, they were … well, they were like San: just a bit too honest, just a bit too nice … but Liling decided she liked it. Especially Mei’s pretty smile as she went with Fu to go and brew them all some tea so they could talk more and Liling could tell them stories about the city.

However, there was one girl who wasn’t as nice or as polite. The girl in furs and leathers, sporting tribal clothes.

Liling felt an instant dislike for the way the tribal girl was looking at her. It was condescending and superior, like the nobles back home staring at someone beneath them.

The tribal girl snorted, and Liling felt a vein pulse in her forehead.

“Ya got a problem, horsefucker?” Liling asked the barbarian bitch, a smile on her face. The other ladies gasped at Liling’s sudden aggression … but made no move to interfere. In that way, Liling guessed, humans were pretty much the same no matter where they had come from.

Squinty’s eyes opened up slightly, exposing predatory amber irises. “Oh, no, of course I don’t, sewer rat. Just wondering if a soft city wench can handle life beyond your cushy walls. Ya can’t just lay on your back and open your legs here, eh?”

Soft? Oh, this bitch.

“Well, there’s one way to see about that, ain’t there?” Liling asked, her smile still firmly on her face. The savage smirked, then jerked her head towards one of the outer buildings.

Liling obliged her as the rest of the womenfolk watched, still not daring to say anything.

They walked side by side, neither letting the other have their back. To Liling’s surprise, the woman began by divesting herself of her knife and axe, tossing them onto a passing table; the terms of the fight set, Liling grimaced and pulled out her own shivs and a throwing knife, the blades thunking into wood where she threw them.

The tribal girl actually nodded at that, and Liling felt a bit of grudging respect for the squinty-eyed woman.

As soon as they turned the corner, both of them went for it. There was no boasting, no words. What Liling had learned from hard experience was that you struck fast and hard and ambushed when you could. Fighting fair was stupid.

The obvious hunter and tribal had evidently thought the same.

Some men thought fights between women were funny. Maybe between high-class prostitutes or noble ladies who knew fuck-all about living, the hair pulling and slapping was amusing …

This, however, was between a vicious street rat from the slums and a savage tribal hunter from the wild places. Both of them knew how to throw punches at locations that hurt. And while Tribe Girl was faster, stronger, and tough as hell, Liling had an advantage in low blows.

Three blows happened in an instant, and then they both took advantage of the openings presented.

A knee in between Squinty’s legs got her staggering even as her own fist crashed into Liling’s solar plexus—a word she learned from San!—so hard Liling nearly vomited.

Both women went down, gagging. Liling lay there with her face in the dirt, trying to draw in air so she could get up and back into it, ready to roll if Squinty recovered faster than she thought and tried kicking her when she was down.

Liling was a little unprepared for when the woman started laughing. She glared up at the other woman, who was holding herself up against the wall.

“Youze a mean little fucker, aint’cha?” the woman asked with a thick accent, respect in her voice, and Liling snorted.

“You could survive in the Fish Guts,” Liling gasped back, begrudgingly. Damn tribal bitch hit like a runaway carriage.

“The name is Hu Li. Nezin Hu Li,” the woman said after a moment of silence. “Welcome to Hong Yaowu.”

“Liling. No surname. Happy to be here.”

Hu Li grunted and smiled, pushing herself up. Liling watched the other woman warily as Hu Li staggered over to where Liling was still lying in the dirt warily, ready for treachery, as Hu Li held out her hand with a smile. “Sorry for calling you soft, city girl.”

Liling took it after a moment, still a little confused, but she guessed it was similar to street rules. They had kicked the shit out of each other, so now they were good. And Hu Li was probably the boss lady here, so that meant Liling was now co–boss lady. Or at least that was how it worked in the city, until one of them backstabbed the other, but Liling got the feeling that Hu Li wouldn’t do that.

“It’s fine, I guess,” Liling replied. “We good now?”

“We’re good now. I’ll show you the ropes, from one outsider to another, eh?”

Liling nodded as they leaned on each other, then looked up when another voice cut in.

“Hu Li? Liling?” a soft, airy voice gasped.

Hu Li paled, then whispered to Liling, “First lesson: Mei is the boss.”

Liling stared as Tang Mei appeared before them, pouting. She looked so impossibly disappointed as she looked at the two of them.

“I leave for seconds to get tea and the two of you do this.” The woman sighed in a tone that somehow made Liling’s guts clench. “I hope you’ve worked it all out and that there won’t be any of this again.”

Liling shuffled her feet uncomfortably. The woman was making Liling feel guilty. Somehow. What the hells was this woman? “No. we just had a bit of a disagreement, we’re good friends now!” Liling managed to say, pulling Hu Li into a half hug.

“Yeah, Mei. W-we weren’t trying to m-muck things up, I promise,” Hu Li stammered beside her.

Tang Mei’s cloudy countenance slowly shifted, and it was like the sun coming out. “That’s very good! I’m glad you were able to become friends.” Her smile was radiant, and Liling felt her face flush as the woman walked up and took Liling’s hands in hers. “And Liling, will you be my friend too?”

“Ah, yes, S-Senior Sister. I’ll—I’ll be in your care?” Liling managed to stammer out.

“Oh, wonderful! We’ll have to weave a blanket together, all of us! It will be grand!” Tang Mei said as she ushered them with gentle touches back into the village.

Liling grimaced. She thought she had left the stupid, magically convincing noble ladies back in the capital, damn it! This woman was exactly like them.

“I can see why she’s the boss,” Liling grumbled to Hu Li.

“This … and she could kick the shit out of both of us if she really wanted to,” Hu Li replied.

Liling considered the woman before them. “Is she some kind of Spirit Beast?”

“No, but I’m glad she thinks violence should be a last resort. The heavens know I woulda got my ass beat way more if she didn’t.”

→

For the first time … Liling could say that she truly enjoyed life.

The wedding was held barely a month after they’d come into the village; she and San were officially married.

Then they moved back to Verdant Hill. Liling much preferred that, as the countryside always made her feel strange, having spent most of her life in a city. They would visit Hong Yaowu once a month for a week and a half, as San took his work back with him to his home, and Bao generally came with them.

The Lord Magistrate was surprisingly permissive with both of them, letting them choose their working hours. But Liling knew both her boys did good work. Because of the trips, she got to spend a lot of time with her new family. With the people who had welcomed her into their lives without hesitation. And with Hu Li, who, despite their rocky start, had … well, had ended up becoming one of Liling’s best friends, that rough-talking woman. Tang Mei was a part of that list too, the soft-spoken lady who’d taught Liling everything she needed to know, and soon Liling started calling her Senior Sister without hesitation or sarcasm.

Xian was an absolute riot to be around. The man was a chaotic prankster who took entirely too much joy in teaching her how to cause havoc, which caused the people of Hong Yaowu to just sigh and roll their eyes fondly.

It was a good life. A fulfilling life. She got to watch Verdant Hill start to transform, building up and replacing worn-down edges. She got to listen to both San and Bao talk about their work, chipping in when she could.

She watched both Hu Li and Mei swell with children, and nine months later the village greeted the children who would later be known as Yun Ren and Meihua—whom Liling instantly fell in love with.

And in no time at all, it seemed, her own belly started to show signs.

“We’ll have a bet. See who gets bigger faster,” she joked to Bao, who laughed brightly at her words and slapped his own growing stomach.

“I’m afraid you’re hopelessly outclassed, Liling!” Bao retorted. His smile was bright, happy, and fulfilled, from his work in helping Verdant Hill recover.

It was a good look on him.

As for the Magistrate? Well, she didn’t really see him much. Neither him nor his wife, the woman reeking of bad Qi. Liling could barely stand to be in the same room as her. But her boys seemed to like working for him. Bao especially, though he seemed amused by the stoic man.

Liling shrugged and leaned back into her seat. This … this was life. And for the first time, she loved it.

→

In time, her labours began, and twenty hours later, a screaming, squalling baby girl took her first breaths. Liling felt absolutely exhausted and utterly drained by the experience, like something inside her had been sucked out.

Yet Liling fell in love instantly as she held her daughter in her arms, absently brushing her thumb along her daughter’s nose.

She presented her to San, who smiled, unfazed that his firstborn was a girl. A week later, the babe would get her first freckles, and blue eyes would turn purple.

→

“Ha! I win! That means I get to name her!” Mei cheered, as Hu Li slumped before the go board.

Hu Li and Mei had been challenging each other for the right since the beginning, and if Liling was honest, she was rather glad Mei had won.

Huling would have been a shitty name. Meiling was much better.

→

It was paradise. Even if she was a new mother. Even if Meiling cried, she had Mei and Hu Li for support, and they had her. She had never imagined that she would be taking care of other children like they were her own.

Meiling learned to walk. She learned to read and write, proving herself every bit as smart as Liling’s beloved San. She learned how to turn people’s skin blue from her uncle, who still hadn’t managed to find a girl.

She played in the rivers with Meihua, Yun Ren, and Gou Ren, never knowing hunger and never knowing Liling’s own hardship. She was a bright, lovely child, whom Liling loved with all her heart.

It was beautiful. It was perfect.

It couldn’t last forever.

⬜

It started off like any other cold, Liling had been told later. A single patient. The Hongs had always been exceedingly careful, and they’d examined the patient with face masks. Not recognising the affliction, they had employed all the proper isolation and quarantine procedures.

Quarantine procedures that had somehow failed, as mere days after the patient was admitted, Xian began to cough too. Then Xian the Elder, and then Fu.

And then others, people outside the quarantine, started getting sick.

San tried to go alone back into Hong Yaowu to face the pandemic. Liling and Bao would not be denied, with Meiling left in the care of the Lord Magistrate.

It was just like the old days, the three of them in a murder mystery, trying to get to the root of the problem.

The cold, in the end, was not a cold at all, but a virulent parasite in the dirt. Ugly, hooked worms that feasted on men’s organs, filling them full of holes.

It would have wiped out the village entirely, if not for the efforts of the Hong family. Father Xian was vomiting blood every hour; Elder Brother had lost complete control of his legs; Mother Fu wasted away like her entire body was sucked out. But still they toiled without cease, even as they slowly wasted away. San started coughing too.

But … they managed a cure. All of them, working together. They managed to save the village, as the parasites were purged with lore from the family of Hong. Every single one of the disgusting things was killed, and most of the infected made a full recovery.

All … all except the earliest infected. Who even dying gave their lives to slay the monster that had hidden beneath their skin.

The funeral for three heroes was held on a sunny day.

Liling clung to her shaking husband, tears pouring down her beloved’s face.

Big Yao Che was raging as Mei tried to calm him down. Xian had been his best friend. They had been milk brothers, sworn to die on the same day. The blacksmith shattered rocks into gravel with each titanic swing of his hammer, howling and cursing the heavens.

Ten Ren was on his knees, curled up in a ball. Hu Li’s voice was a piercing dirge of grief, for those who had welcomed a tribal girl so warmly into their homes.

The pyres burned, and something in her husband died. His father, on his deathbed, had charged him to return, full time, and lead the village.

Meimei was in tears at both losing her uncle and grandfather, as well as having to move away from her beloved Uncle Bao and the lovely library he had made. But San did his duty. Hong San became Hong Xian. As tradition dictated.

→

Life was never quite the same after the parasite.

It recovered, in bits and pieces, as San grew into his duties. She never could refer to him by that other name in her head, even as she supported the change out loud. He would always be San to her in her heart. Her San.

Bao came around less often. The journey was rather long. But every time they were in town they visited their sworn brother, who along with being fat was also bald, but still jolly.

Once, San had to go to Pale Moon Lake City and took their daughter. Meiling came back distraught, sobbing about evil cultivators.

But things … things did settle. They became peaceful again. Liling made them peaceful again. For her and her husband’s sakes. And as the village mourned and recovered, Liling’s belly swelled again with a child.

→

But again, the heavens could not leave them alone. A year after the birth of her son, Liling still hadn’t fully recovered. It had been a hard birth, and it had nearly killed her. It had felt like her soul had been sucked out afterwards. But she continued to act like everything was fine.

It was then that the famine hit. The crops all failed. Disease ran rampant. A Devil Storm blew in and annihilated everything in its path.

Hong Yaowu went from a hundred people to fifty.

Friends and families. Tang Mei. Oh, Sister Mei, who Meiling was named after. Seeing her face had nearly broken Liling. The friendly woman would never laugh again. The only one who had any strength anymore was Hu Li, the fox-faced woman trying her best for all their families. Liling saw the agony on her face every day as she brought game for the village to eat.

And then Liling too fell, and couldn’t get up. Her body was racked with spasms, and the world swam like it was underwater.

As she lay useless in her bed, Liling cursed the heavens for giving her paradise and then ripping it away from her.

They had tried everything to help her recover. Even those stupid “protective talismans” they had been rewarded with long ago had been absolutely useless. The cheap paper had turned brown and ragged, and the ink had bled. Liling knew she was dying. She knew she was dying and she hated it. She raged against it. She gnashed her teeth and nearly tore her blankets.

The strong little girl from Pale Moon Lake City was going to die. Leaving her family behind like she’d sworn to never do. Like her stupid mother, may she rot in all the hells.

She swam in and out of consciousness, until a weight settling on her bed gained her sharp focus.

The instinct of a mother identified the weight immediately.

Meiling. Liling struggled up, barely able to move her head. Barely able to look at her daughter, collapsed on Liling’s bed.

She was light. She was thin. Her daughter. Her beloved daughter, who had been giving food to others like the stupid fool she was, was too thin. Meiling was weak. As weak as Liling was.

Liling couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t bear to see her daughter so small and thin. Nor her husband. Not Hu Li, nor any of the people of her village.

Something shifted within Liling. A part of a legacy older than the Azure Hills’ recorded history. A woman, on death’s door, ignited like the constellations above.

A soft, golden glow connected the freckles on Liling’s nose into something that resembled a constellation. Weak limbs moved as she picked up and cradled her daughter, and she felt something inside herself shatter. It, or what it had held, flowed out of her and into her daughter, and she knew in her heart that Meimei, her little Meimei, would live.

More of it flowed from her to the village. The last dregs of her life, she held on to. Clutched long enough to see San one last time. To see her son. To hold all of them.

Just one last time.

She had regrets. She regretted that she would never see her daughter married. Never see her son grow into a man. Never grow old with San. But she believed in them. She believed that they would all live.

Would live, and have a good life.

Liling could give them that chance, at least.

⬜

The world kept turning after the Year of Sorrows, as it would come to be called. The little village of Hong Yaowu rallied as best they could. Some houses were torn down. Some fields were abandoned.

But they persevered, as they always had. They banded together, like they always had. They saved what they could and cut what they couldn’t.

Unaware of a tiny spark of protection that was a mother’s last act.

Meiling didn’t notice her ability to smell Qi getting stronger every day. She had a family to help. She didn’t notice that she was a bit luckier, even as every matchmaking session failed.

She didn’t notice when fate stood at a crossroads.

One path led to a world drowned in twenty-eight heavenly poisons.

In the other …

A man walked into the village, looking exhausted and harried. He was a big lad. Bigger than most, with brown hair and green eyes.

Meiling didn’t pay him much attention at first. But half a year and a whirlwind romance later …

The spark faded, its duty done.

Was it fate? Or was it a defiance of it?

⬜

It was not a grand story, the story of Liling, a woman who lived and died as a mortal. She never really accomplished anything a man of power and ambition would call grand.

Liling of Pale Moon Lake City. Street rat. Scullery maid. Wife, mother, healer. Inheritor of a legacy she knew nothing about, and even if she had known what kind of power she could have wielded …

If she had a thousand lifetimes, in every one she would have chosen to end up in Hong Yaowu.

There were three things left of her: Ashes in an urn. A funerary tablet.

And a family who would never forget her.

Love this book? Please consider rating and reviewing it on the retail platform of your choice.
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